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1. Abstract 
   
This project investigates the power relations existing between the refugees and the UNHCR 
workers in the Za’atari refugee camp. This is examined through the documentary Za’atari: ‘A 
day in the life’. In order for the project to clarify the power relations and how they are 
manifested in the camp, the project analyses and discusses the definition of space evolving into a 
city, since Za’atari is a new refugee camp, still in a process of development. 
Furthermore the project explores the means of communication across cultures and the praxis of 
decoding and encoding messages, which are also present in Za’atari.  
In relation to the aforementioned, the study also becomes familiar with the different means used 
when producing documentaries. The study is based on relevant theories of de Certeau, Foucault 
and Hall. 
  
The analysis reveals a different agenda of the film than first anticipated and the existence of two 
different power relations within Za’atari, one present in the ‘reality’ of the camp and another 
present in the production and somewhat manipulation of the documentary. 
The project concludes the fact that the camp as a new, still developing place, is affecting the 
power relations between refugees and the UNHCR workers because of the clear difference of the 
perspectives of the place and what it should provide. Furthermore it is concluded how the power 
relations present in the camp are constantly negotiated through the struggles between the 
refugees and the UNHCR, e.g. through their demonstrations and the constraining of means. 
Finally it is concluded that the documentary, Za’atari: ‘A day in the life’, is used in favour of 
positive publicity and media exposure for the UNHCR and not a realistic and honest insight into 
the everyday life in the camp, which seemed to be the promise for the documentary. 
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2. Introduction 
 
It has always been intriguing looking upon how human relations develop given a certain setting. 
Hereby the concept of power relations is placed close to the defining lines of structures in 
society, as well as in human interaction. Power relations play an important part in how an 
individual is shaped into a society and how that person interacts outwards. Here the individual is 
able to shape others, whilst also being re-shaped by the surroundings through the concept of 
power relations.  
This project focuses on power relations between individuals situated in the Za’atari refugee camp 
and investigates the internal struggles and tendencies as a consequence of the ongoing process of 
power relations within the frame of the camp.  
 
2.1 Problem Statement: 
 
Through the definition of place, how are power relations manifested in the 
documentary “Za'atari: A day in the life”?  
 
 
2.2 Motivation 
 
In the beginning of the process of deciding on the direction for our project, we chose to work 
with the concept of a ‘non-place’, and decided to apply it within a problem area focusing on 
human behaviour and the individual in a ‘non-place’. 
We quickly found interest in the concept of a ‘non-place’, being a place where people in need 
suddenly are forced to sojourn, because their home was no longer ‘available’ to them. This was 
the first input that brought us to think about a refugee-camp as a possible research area that 
fulfils the three points given by Marc Augé (i.e. no strings attached, non historical aspect and its 
transience). 
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From first focusing on a refugee camp in Italy, which was created as a result of an earthquake, 
several problems occurred when trying to realize the project and our goal with it. Therefore in 
order to find new inspiration within the same type of project, we changed course and chose to 
focus on power relations within a non-place, being that of a more theoretically described refugee 
camp exposed to a more extreme situation. 
In relation to our new focus, we all researched on refugee camps, created as the cause of political 
reasons e.g. war, because we thought that this particular angle would make the project more 
interesting. We discovered a refugee camp placed in Jordan inhabited by Syrian refugees, fleeing 
the civil war in Syria. 
Since the camp was new compared to other camps, we found it relevant and later discovered that 
a documentary had been made about the everyday life in the camp, depicting the people working 
there as well as the people living there. We then decided to make the documentary the base of 
the project, analyzing the place and power relations existing in the documentary. 
The documentary is produced by YAHOO and Faux Pop media, in cooperation with UNHCR 
Jordan, which is the organization responsible for the camp. Our interest in the relationship 
between the aiding organization, the people in need, and the power relations created between 
them, is one of our main focuses as well as trying to learn more about e.g. the urban structures of 
a city in general compared to the camp and what influence it has on the power relations. 
Our motivation was positively raised when watching the documentary, discovering that the 
people in the Za'atari camp demonstrated against the UNHCR, because they were displeased 
with the current situation in the camp, which could be an indication of an existing wish for 
democracy and change in power relations. Thus we were reassured to choose the documentary 
and this particular refugee camp as the foundation of our project. 
We have established contact to Randall Lobb one of the editors at Faux Pop Media, the 
production company making the documentary, to answer questions about the documentary; why 
it was made in the first place as well as receiving general information concerning the production, 
all of which we find extremely important when looking at the intended message the documentary 
was made to give.   
 
7 of 70  
2.3 Dimensions 
With a sociological focus we want to use the dimension of Subjectivity and Learning to look at 
the power relations between the refugees and the UNHCR workers. We want to examine how 
they act in accordance to their cultural, social and political differences.  
  
Within the dimension of Culture and History the focus on culture is an important aspect in the 
project, looking into the cultural clash between the UNHCR workers and the refugees, but also 
between the refugees themselves and to discover how the clashes emerge. Apart from the before 
mentioned, the reader will be presented with some historical background knowledge concerning 
Syria, explaining the current situation. 
  
Furthermore we find it interesting to include the dimension of Text and Sign in the project. Since 
we are working with a documentary, we would like to investigate how the situation in Za’atari is 
exposed, which “tools” are used and how is it conveyed to the audience. Within the film itself we 
would like to study what kinds of signs (language, gestures etc.) are used in relation to the 
semiotic discourse as well as in relation to the aspect of a cultural clash between the refugees 
descended from an Middle Eastern country, and the UNHCR workers descended from Western 
societies. 
2.4 Method 
2.4.1 The case study research method 
As mentioned, the purpose of the project is to investigate the social phenomenon of power relation 
between people. In order to investigate this, the most relevant method to use is the research method 
of case study since imagined, that within the words ‘power relations’, was a notion of interaction 
between surroundings and people.  
 
“Researcher Robert K. Yin defines the case study research method as an empirical inquiry 
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple 
sources of evidence are used” (Soy 1997) 
 
The project was interested in finding a case that would be able to reflect power relations and 
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power struggle in a more explicit way than how one experience power relations in one’s 
everyday life. The refugee camp would be an interesting context that would have an influence on 
the phenomenon of power, paving the way to the importance of investigating the context as well 
as the phenomenon; the refugee camp as a place, the power relations and the connection between 
the two. A case study research method was an obvious choice. 
2.4.2 The approach 
In order to answer the research question of power relations in the Za’atari refugee camp, we had 
to gather data. However, due to geographic and economic limitations, fieldwork and interview 
was not an option. We found a one-hour documentary that was made by the UNHCR Za’atari: 
“A Day in the Life”, which gives a look into the everyday life in the Za’atari camp. We decided 
on using this as our evidence and then analysing the content.  
 
“A key strength of the case study method involves using multiple sources and techniques in 
the data gathering process.” (Soy 1997) 
 
When processing the documentary we will use the tool of ‘document review’ in order to 
determine what is relevant to the case. This we will analyse using our chosen theories as tools to 
gain a deeper insight in order to answer our problem formulation. The three different theories we 
have chosen each cover an important aspect of answering our problem formulation.  
 
Furthermore we will also collect empirical data in the form of information concerning the 
historical background and the reason for the need of the refugee camp in the first place; what is 
happening in Syria to cause this conflict.  
 
The project uses the material in this way because of the importance of understanding creation of 
relations between individuals as a concept and how they can be affected and re-shaped by the 
surroundings. It is also relevant to analyse the documentary with a focus on the importance of the 
‘sender and receiver’ relationship, which is important when looking at the specific message the 
documentary is sending.    
 
The method seeks confirmation by locating the coherency of the case event and is built up by 
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empirical data, which implies the fact that the ‘phenomenon exists’ outside of the human 
consciousness and can be studied. The method enables the researcher to study real life events and 
the consequences they lead to. However it is nearly impossible for the study to be objective and 
uninfluenced by the researcher as the person will always have an indirect influence based on 
backgrounds, environment and so on.     
 
3. Case 
3.1 The historical background of Syria. 
To include the basic informations about Syrian history, society and the ongoing civil war, is to 
make an attempt to understand the context from which the refugees originate from and how it has 
influenced them as human beings. They have their cultural and historical background in Syria and 
are affected by the extent of the conflict, which has forced them away from everything they owned, 
cared for and knew, into their current somewhat chaotic situation as refugees. The interesting aspect 
in relation to the project is to comprehend their embedded needs, expectations and habits. Even 
though they enter Za’atari which is a new, supposed to be neutral, temporal place, they may still 
have experiences and demands with them from their former positions and lives, while for them this 
place being their home is their reality and difficult to look upon as temporal. They do not enter this 
space as neutral humans, in fact they may even feel a higher commitment to the thrive for personal 
freedom, considering the ‘type’ of conflict happening in their home country. 
 
Syria became independent in 1941, after having been occupied by a French army, and before that 
many other superpower nations. 
In 1954 there was a Parliamentary election, which gave the women of Syria the right to vote. 
The majority of the Syrian citizens are Muslims. 80% of the population lives in the western 5th part 
of the country mainly between the cities of Damascus and Aleppo, this because of large parts of the 
country being desert areas, with much drought and therefore only few people living there. 70% of 
the residents live in the cities, but this tendency is decreasing as the conditions are improving in the 
agricultural communities in terms of development in water and electricity supply. 1 
With the excessive population growth happening in Syria, the healthcare system has difficulties 
                                                
1 http://www.denstoredanske.dk/Geografi_og_historie/Mellem%C3%B8sten/Irak%2c_Syrien_og_Libanon/Syrien_(Landeartikel) 
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following the needs of the population. It is however progressing in a positive way with more private 
clinics as supplement to the public healthcare system.2 
 
3.1.1 Economics 
After the Baath party in 1963 came to power, the Soviet Union was the main economical support 
for Syria, but after the breakdown of the Soviet Union the country was forced to liberalize the 
economy. The government kept a strong role in the economy but tried through tax incentives to 
attract foreign investors and they also adjourned the import restrictions from the West. Syria’s 
economy did well in the first part of the 1990’s but then worsened since huge expenses were 
invested into the army, losing state enterprises and being in general affected by bad bureaucracy 
and corruption. Trade and the Balance of Payments are in generally depending on the development 
of the oil prices, but the country is also dependent on income transfers from rich Arabian countries 
and Syrian people working outside of Syria and sending money home to their families still situated 
in Syria. Their main trading partners are Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Iraq3. 
 
3.1.2 Educational system 
The educational system in Syria, which is virtually free, has a strong position in the country. The 
first 6 years of elementary schooling is mandatory and participated by approximately all children, 
the next step is a 3 years voluntarily in a middle school, participated by approximately 40% of the 
county’s children. Higher education is also voluntary, and free if the requirements are met. There 
are 4 universities in Syria; the oldest one is located in Damascus4. 
 
3.1.3 The Media 
The written media in the country is poor and the news is therefore mainly broadcasted through 
radio and television. All media in Syria is controlled by the regime in the sense that all criticism of 
the government, the president and his family, is forbidden. TV and radio stations are owned by the 
state. However since 2002 private radio stations have been allowed as long as they only produce 
entertainment. Public internet access has from the beginning of the 21st century been modest but is 
                                                
2 http://www.denstoredanske.dk/Geografi_og_historie/Mellem%C3%B8sten/Irak%2c_Syrien_og_Libanon/Syrien_(Landeartikel) 
3  http://www.denstoredanske.dk/Geografi_og_historie/Mellem%C3%B8sten/Irak%2c_Syrien_og_Libanon/Syrien_(Landeartikel) 
4 http://www.denstoredanske.dk/Geografi_og_historie/Mellem%C3%B8sten/Irak%2c_Syrien_og_Libanon/Syrien_(Landeartikel) 
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growing.5 
 
3.1.4 The Civil War in Syria  
The current conflict in Syria broke out in 2011 and has been ongoing for nearly three years. The 
war has killed more than 130.000 people. 
The conflict was part of the so-called ‘Arab spring’, which began at the end of 2010, as an 
international domino effect of public rebellion against the regimes of several Arab countries. The 
rebellion has led to a change of governments in Tunis, Libya, Yemen and Egypt6. 
  
President Bashar Al-Assad has been the leader of Syria since 2000. Before him his father Hafez Al-
Assad was president with a period running from 1971 to 2000. Hafez Al-Assad provided stability in 
many years for the Syrian people, but with that also withdrawing of any types of freedom of action 
and speech. 
In the beginning of his period, Bashar Al-Assad promised the country that the liberalization of the 
economy, which his father began, would be intensified and he made promises of political reforms. 
In relation to the Damascus spring, which described the people’s hope for a better and freer 
country, many political ‘shops’ sprung to the surface making the fundament for many political 
discussions regarding the future of the country. This was something that would have been 
completely unacceptable during the period of Hafez Al-Assad, and his son took in the beginning of 
his period a more open-minded position than his father, listening to the peoples concern of the 
problems in the country7. 
This position however, created a massive concern from the people behind Assad and his regime, 
which subsequently made him change his attitude towards the people. 
However when requirements of the permission to create new political parties arose, the regime 
chose to shut all the shops down and even imprison some of the active members of the debate.8 
This however didn’t stop the Syrians’ fight for democracy and free choices, and demonstrations 
quickly escalated in fighting between the police and civilians, resulting in the killing of 3000 people 
by November 2011. The fighting between the anti-government groups - that has developed into 
                                                
5 http://www.denstoredanske.dk/Geografi_og_historie/Mellem%C3%B8sten/Irak%2c_Syrien_og_Libanon/Syrien_(Landeartikel) 
6 http://www.dr.dk/Nyheder/Ligetil/Dagens_fokus/Udland/2013/08/Overblik_Krigen_i_Syrien.htm 
7 http://netudgaven.dk/2014/01/et-opror-mod-undertrykkelse-blev-til-mellemostlig-magtkamp/ 
8http://www.denstoredanske.dk/Geografi_og_historie/Mellem%C3%B8sten/Irak,_Syrien_og_Libanon/Syrien_(Historie_-_Arabisk_invasion 
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rebel armies - and the Assad-regime has caused two million fugitives to escape Syria, while 4 
millions remain in Syria, still trying to flee. 
The situation in Syria has meanwhile escalated, for instance because of Assad’s army using 
chemical weapons against the rebel army. 
The escalation of the war draws attention from other countries of the world, most interestingly 
including USA, China, UK and Russia. While Russia and China stand as allies and ´friendly´ 
towards Assad, USA and the UK are supporting the rebel army and wishing for a democratic state 
for Syria. 
The use of chemical weapons, nearly caused and attack from the USA, only avoided by 
negotiations between Russia and the USA resulting in the solution that Assad and his army should 
annihilate their chemical weapons. 
Both sides to the conflict has broken international laws, and committed crimes against civilians, 
bombing inhabited areas, taking hostages and executed civilians and thereby also breaking the 
Geneva Convention9. 
Resent information from the UNHCR experts, reveals that there still are uncertainties about who 
actually used the chemical weapons, even though it mostly points towards Assad's government. 
(Their information is build from interviewing refugees, absconders among others). 
Up until the beginning of 2014, the fighting has been between the rebel army and Assad’s reign, but 
has now developed to several rebel armies fighting against each other as well10. 
 
On the 22nd of January delegations from both sides of the conflict, met in Geneva for a peace 
conference arranged by the UNHCR. Several other countries took part in the meeting, trying to 
create a peaceful solution for the two parties. 
However the current updated status for Syria is not pointing towards a peaceful solution. The 
negotiations between the government and the rebels has gone into stalemate, leaving the country 
with over 6 million refugees, 9 million in need of humanitarian help, 140.000 killed, half a million 
injured and 3 millions houses destroyed. 
The UNHCR recently estimated the number of refugees to rise to over 9 million this year, meaning 
                                                
9 http://www.dr.dk/Nyheder/Ligetil/Dagens_fokus/Udland/2013/08/Overblik_Krigen_i_Syrien.htm 
10 http://www.dr.dk/Nyheder/Ligetil/Dagens_fokus/Udland/2013/08/Overblik_Krigen_i_Syrien.htm 
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that almost half of the population of Syria will have left their home country.11 
  
Middle East correspondent Marcus Rubin explains in an article published in Politiken that before 
the civil war broke out, Syria was a ´middle income country´ with a well functioning welfare sector 
and healthcare system. Syria was never a wealthy or rich country, but most people lived a decent 
acceptable life. However the liberalization of the economy is critical for the poor people in Syria 
and meant real wage cuts. A large amount of Syrian workers would make less than $100 in a month 
and therefore be forced to take a second job.12 
In an article written by Ingeborg Lohfert Haslund-Vinding, the conflict in Syria is described as 
escalated not out of a people in social need but of a people fighting against repression. The former 
Danish ambassador, who was stationed in Syria until 2005, explains in the article that Syria is not a 
poor country compared to e.g. Jordan. He tells that there was no social-economic uprising, but the 
people lived in a state of fear and limited freedom.  
 
3.2 Introduction to Za’atari 
Currently there are 520.000 Syrian refugees in Jordan, and 120.000 of them are currently living 
in the Za’atari refugee camp. The remaining 300.000 who have the economical advantage choose 
to live in apartments in the bigger urbanistic centres of the country. 13 
The Za’atari refugee camp was settled in July 2012 by the UNHCR in the Jordanian desert close 
to the borderline to Syria.14 
 
The refugees travel through the desert with nothing other than their clothes on their back and the 
horrific memories and trauma caused by the war, in their minds. They now have to establish a 
new form of life and a society that is very different from what they are used to. They are living in 
another country, under another “government”, that being the UNHCR.  
 
Over a relatively short time, the camp has developed into something more in the likes of a city 
than a refugee camp. It has hospitals, schools and even a main street nicknamed Champs Èlysses, 
                                                
11 http://www.dr.dk/Nyheder/Ligetil/Dagens_fokus/Udland/2013/08/Overblik_Krigen_i_Syrien.htm 
12http://politiken.dk/udland/int_mellemoesten/ECE2234697/en-usaedvanlig-ekstrem-katastrofe-gaar-ind-i-sit-fjerde-aar/ 
13 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-23801200 
14 http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/settlement.php?id=176&country=107&region=77 
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where the refugees have set up small businesses15. A democratically elected council of refugees 
has also emerged16.  
Normally a city is build up in the time period of at least 20 years but this small, forced, society 
arose in just a few months. The living conditions in the camp result in various internal 
sociological issues amongst the compatriotes and also between the refugees and the camp leaders 
from the UNHCR. 
YAHOO and the UNHCR made a short documentary series about these issues to shed light on 
the everyday life in the third largest refugee camp in the world, mostly portraying the UNHCR 
workers in their encounters with the different sociological and practical everyday problems of 
the camp.  
 
The documentary is parted into 15 short episodes of approximately 4 minutes each, length that 
might be suited for web news and social media.  
 
What this report will investigate in relation to the above mentioned is what happens when Syrian 
citizens who have been living under Syrian government all their lives, all of a sudden have to 
submit to the government of the UNHCR. Seen as, when, entering Za’atari as refugees, they 
automatically submit to the rules and regulations under UNHCR supervision.  
 
Though the report analyses the content of the film as ‘a truth’, one must keep in mind that the 
documentary is made by the UNHCR themselves and in cooperation with YAHOO. As earlier 
mentioned, the main interest is to analyse and understand the sociological processes within the 
camp, taking the film as ‘a truth’, but one cannot ignore the UNHCR’s thoughts and intentions 
with the making of the documentary, which the report also will reflect upon and consider. 
 
3.2.1 UNHCR 
The United Nations High Commission of Refugees was founded in 1950 as an extend of the 
UNHCR refugee agency that was established to solve the problem of the many refugees displaced 
after the World War II. It was meant as a temporary organization with a three-year mandate, but 
                                                
15 http://www.bbc.com/news/business-23661065 
16 https://uk.news.yahoo.com/zaatari/ 
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other crises of displaced people has followed, and the UNHCR has now existed for more than 60 
years17. UNHCR is governed by the UN General Assembly and the ECOSOC. Its mandate is 
defined by the 1950 UN statute. Members of the executive committee that are able to make 
recommendations of help to refugees, are elected by the ECOSOC from a range of countries that 
have shown interest in solving the problems of refugees. It is led by the high commissioner who 
then reports to the UN General Assembly and the ECOSOC. It is also stated in the Statute that the 
High Commissioner has to follow the policy directives of the UN General Assembly and the 
ECOSOC18. The Commissioner being non-political, is of a humanitarian belief and of the highest 
concern of the well being of any uprooted people that fall under the UN’s categorical description of 
refugees, returnees, internally displaced people and stateless persons19. 
 
3.3 Introduction to documentary as a genre 
  
According to Bill Nichols and his book on documentaries, every movie is a documentary, fiction or 
nonfiction, in the sense that all movies have characteristics, which can be traced back to the culture 
that produced it. He however divides them into two categories; the wish fulfilment documentaries 
being fiction, and the documentaries of social representation. The latter is a representation of 
different aspects of the world we already inhabit and have in common and can, compared to the 
wish fulfillment documentaries, seem more tangible and requires to a certain degree, less 
interpretations of the semiotics in the movie. They make the content of social reality visible and 
audible in a distinctive way, through the acts of the filmmaker and his selection of elements. They 
attempt to project the essence of how we see reality in the sense of what it used to be, how it is now 
and what it will be in the future, and they convey truths if we decide they do. It is the responsibility 
of the viewer to assess and evaluate whether or not one believes the claims being presented through 
this category. 
Documentaries of social representation offer new views of the common world to investigate and 
understand. 20 
  
                                                
17 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646cbc.html 
18 http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c39e1.html 
19 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c8.html 
20 Nichols, Bill (2001), Introduction to Documentary, Indiana University Press 
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Nichols explains, that both types of documentaries, leads us to interpret them, and they wish for us 
to believe in them as true stories. This process is a matter of understanding how the organization 
behind the documentary transmits meanings, perspectives and values. Fictional as well as non-
fictional movies can teach us meaning about different aspects in life, without the storyline having to 
be non-fiction. 
Non-fiction or the social representation genre, often wishes to instil belief in the sense that our 
world is actual, where fiction on the other hand tries to suspend disbelief, that the world I 
plausible.21  
Documentaries as a genre adapt themselves with the rhetorical traditions and means that we not 
only see them for the pleasure and entertainment but also for guidance and directions. This is the 
appeal and power of documentary. 
Documentaries, now only referring to the genre of social representation, which is the one we wish 
to investigate, allows us to engage with the world, representing it in three ways; the first way, 
makes sure that the things depicted and audible in the film, are things we recognize from our own 
world, things which are familiar to us. This gives us reason to believe and rely on what we see as 
truth. The fact that information are being provided via an image does in itself make it trustworthy, 
even though we know that this can be manipulated with. The power of the image has the ability to 
reinforce what we already know. 
Secondly, documentaries and documentary filmmakers represent the interest of others, in the sense 
that they wish to project the reality of the individual in the film but also have the interest of the 
organization or agency behind the support of the movie in mind. 
The “social actors” of the movie, are supposed to continue with their everyday life as when the 
camera is not present. Their value lies within the content of their everyday life and personalities and 
in the way it serves the need of the filmmaker, and the message he wishes to express. 
Thirdly, documentaries may present the world in the form of a case or an argument, which could be 
compared to a lawyer representing a case for a specific client. The filmmaker can choose to 
introduce the viewer to a specific perspective or view on a case in order to try and influence 
opinion. 22 
 
                                                
21 Nichols, Bill (2001), Introduction to Documentary, Indiana University Press 
22 Nichols, Bill (2001), Introduction to Documentary, Indiana University Press 
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4. Theory 
 
A refugee camp can be seen as a place in it self. Having the visual dynamics from the documentary 
in mind and how it depicts elements of a society, one needs to find a perspective of how a place full 
of people transforms into a city. 
The camp is not a city but has many similarities to a city. By applying de Certeau’s theory of spatial 
practice, it is relevant to investigate if the refugee camp of Za’atari may develop faster from an 
impersonal and temporary place into a very personal place, more than that of a city considering the 
context and the emotional attachment of the inhabitants - the refugees. 
Having found a source of definition of the place as a city, one needs a theory defining the dynamics 
happening between people in a city – a society with all its general elements. 
One of the central dynamics is communication between the UNHCR and the refugees, which leads 
to Stuart Hall’s theory of communication. The tools of encoding and decoding will help 
investigating this aspect. Hall’s theory is applied in order to understand the cultural impact existing, 
when encoding and decoding messages across different cultures and positions. The communicative 
difficulties are clearly depicted in the documentary, and attribute great importance when trying to 
comprehend the relations of power in the camp. Secondly, Hall’s theory, supplemented by the 
theory of Nichols, also contributes to the understanding of the documentary as a genre and more 
importantly as a mean to obtain an objective. 
When observing the documentary, a certain power relation between the UNHCR workers and the 
refugees are present, the main focus in the project is on how and why the relation manifests, how 
the transformation happens and at which costs. Furthermore, to investigate how power is exercised 
by the UNHCR, how the refugees reacts to that power being applied to them and how they respond 
with power.  
In order to clarify these focus points, Foucault’s theory of the subject and power is applied. A 
theory, which defines the power relation between two parties - as the case being; the UNHCR as the 
government and the refugees as the citizens. Comprehending and combining the three theories is 
expected to reach a higher understanding of all the different dynamics, issues and situations related 
to power and place in the Za’atari refugee camp.  
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4.1 Michel de Certeau – theory of space 
De Certeau introduces his theory of definition of space with an image of New York City, seen 
from the 110th floor of the Empire State building. He starts by viewing the city as a geometrical 
set representing the city only through it’s buildings and streets. 
The city as a whole in terms of architecture and urbanistics is what defines it as a place. 
 
“The panorama city is a ‘theoretical’ (that is, visual) simulacrum, in short a picture, whose 
condition of possibility is an oblivion and a misunderstanding of practices.” (de Certeau,1988: 93) 
 
On the contrary when ‘diving’ into the image it becomes clear that what appears to represent the 
city is the dynamics created by the pedestrians making their own way through the city, breaking 
the theoretical paths, e.g. by making shortcuts. 
    
De Certeau starts introducing his theory by describing New York City. To make the picture 
clearer, he compares New York with Rome, in order to point out the fact that e.g. New York has 
never learned the art of growing old by preserving the city and withhold it from degradation. 
Inhabitants create an everyday life, which is what creates a city, a meaning and a purpose for the 
city to exist. The city evolves in the way the inhabitants evolve, and here the difference of the 
evolvement of cities can be explained, because of the difference of nature and culture of the 
inhabitants. As de Certeau explains with his example of the contrasts between New York and 
Rome, the two cities evolve in two very different ways, because of their different temporal, 
geographical, historical and cultural placement. 
  
According to de Certeau, there are two possible views of a city. One perspective is the Icarus or 
“Renaissance painter” perspective, which elevates one above the endless labyrinths of a mobile 
and frantic city, looking down on it like a God. The fictive knowledge you can gain from this 
kind of perspective is a viewpoint. 
The other perspective is the Daedalus view, which consists of the impossibility of having a real 
view of the totality of the whole city. In this part of the theory, de Certeau presents the view from 
the eventual inhabitants in a very dark and confused way. 
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These two perspectives can easily be applied to many cities and their political situations, where 
propositions are constructed with a view on the city as a whole, without keeping in mind the 
complexity of the city from the inside. 
  
People who are the subjects of the essential meaning of defining the city, are described as the 
ordinary practitioners living ‘down below’, the ones that break the image of a city as sterile and 
whole. 
Their walk represents their main feature and without knowing they ‘write’ their cities ‘text’, 
without being able to read it. 
The walkers use shortcuts, potentially symbolizing shortcuts in life and the nature of people 
finding their own way through. By not always following the main path, paths that are 
theoretically categorized as correct and assumed by a third party, the walkers itineraries creates 
the essential of the substance of the living city. 
The practitioners create totally new spaces that are invisible to the eyes of who is situated up 
above, the ‘Gods’. 
Again, this situation can be detected in common political circumstances: an apolitical community 
of people in a particular part of a city can be determining the general picture of the district of the 
city without depending on any kind of official institution. 
  
The city has transformed from an urban fact to the concept of a city changing from a rational and 
urbanistic to a more anthropological concept. 
The urban practices describing the evolution from being space to becoming a place can be 
summarized through three steps; 
1. The creation of its own space, which consists of the physical space in itself and nothing 
else. 
2. A ‘nowhere’ is created by the introductions of traditions brought by people who become 
the users of the opportunities made available by the space being constructed. 
3. In the last stage the city is personified, becoming a subject in itself, with its own features. 
 
In the second part of the essay, de Certeau focuses mostly on the act of walking of the 
pedestrians. Footsteps, which represent people, are the qualitative character, which characterizes 
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a city differently from a series. The intertwinement of countless paths is what composes the 
shape of the space representing the only real system, which in fact makes up the city. Their 
walking is momentary, and unique in terms of being unpredictable and individual. Contrary to 
the architecture described on a map, the routes of the pedestrians are temporal and only available 
for the ones who sees them, the act in itself is the act of passing by. The act of walking is 
characterised by improvisation. What is easily found is just as easily forgotten.  
The act of walking is compared with the speech act. As the latter, also the act of walking is 
characterized by a triple function: by walking we “own” the routes we describe and these only 
spatially exist when acted-out. Finally, it implies relations in order to make it unique, momentary 
and through individuality it creates freedom. The routes one describe by walking are as a space 
of enunciation, which is rooted in the present, the discrete and the “pathic”.  
The present aspect is represented by the fact that the existence of a place is determined by you 
being spatially present in it in one precise moment and being absent from it in the precise 
moment before and after. The discrete aspect is represented by the individuality of the path of 
each of us. No routes can or will ever be totally identical. Lastly, the ‘pathic’ aspect represents 
the emotional influence on the relationship to the choice of the path being parallel to informative 
speech. It becomes a rhetoric of walking, an art of composing a path: step after step we freely, 
through “turning of phrases” or “stylistic figures”, “communicate” our personal everyday path. 
Walking becomes the way of affirming, suspecting, respecting, trying out of the “speakers” 
trajectories. Enunciatory operations are of countless diversities and can therefore not be reduced 
to graphic trails.   
 
At the same time, the presence of names and numbers of streets can create a magnetic field of 
trajectories. People’s frequent movements and being in particular places provides a common 
familiar meaning to these, making it possible to relate, share and explain them.  The surface of 
the city becomes more and more hierarchized and ordered by precise names people easily can 
refer to, having a shared meaning.  
The memory of a place is what strengthens its meaning and attachment to that very place. The 
personal attachment is individual and personal but can also be shared, meaning that a place can 
mean everything or nothing to anybody.   
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“...It is personal, not interesting to anyone else, but after all that’s what gives a 
neighbourhood its character.”(De Certeau, 1988:108). 
 
A place gains meaning also through a process of separation; such as a child needs to separate 
from the mother, each of us daily is brought to do so in relation to places. Being able to return to 
a place charges the latter with personal meaning. A place without memories is a place that we are 
unable to relate to: as de Certeau quotes Kandinsky:  
 
“A great city built according to all the rules of architecture and then suddenly shaken by 
a force that defies all the calculation” (De Certeau 1988:110)  
 
This describes clearly how a city is not a predictable or controlled set of various dynamics but 
created by coincidental collisions between paths of individuals. 
 
4.2 Stuart Hall - an essay on “encoding/decoding” 
The concept behind Stuarts Hall’s theory on “encoding/decoding model of communication” is 
based on cultural studies. It was first introduced in 1973 in an essay called “Encoding and 
Decoding in the television discourse”. The idea of this model of communication is to 
investigate/examine how messages come across (are decoded) to individuals depending on their 
cultural background, social resources and personal experiences and also through persuasion from 
the media. The messages are articulated in the form of “codes” both in a symbolic and semiotic 
way. Divided into four autonomous and yet interdependent phases or stages of communication: 
production, circulation, use (distribution or consumption) and reproduction, where the process of 
encoding and decoding occurs. 
According to Hall’s phases the first consists of the term “production” which is where the actual 
message is produced. The processes of encoding are combining knowledge about the message, 
using sociological ideologies – beliefs and values of a given society are important, to either 
include or avoid and assumption about the receiver, what he or she is expecting or wants to see, 
and on the other hand what the receiver does not want to see - by this process the audience 
becomes both the source and the receiver. Thus creating a “finished product”. 
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The second phase known as the “circulation” examines how the message is perceived by its 
audience. Through what set of codes within the syntagmatic chain of a discourse does the 
receiver give meaning to the message. If the product is well articulated in a social context as well 
as semiotic, it will be translated and transformed into meaning by the audience/receiver, which 
then puts it to use - which is the third phase of the encoding and decoding model. How the 
receiver ‘uses’ the message depends on how he or she receives and decodes it. Decoding the 
message to an appropriated meaningful discourse leads the process further on to the point of 
social effect in a way of influencing, entertaining, instructing or persuading, with very complex 
perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural consequences23. 
The challenges in encoding and decoding are the two separate poles, where at one end the 
encoder presents a set of codes and at the other end the receiver has to decode the codes in a way 
that the encoder wants it. Because, although the producer and the receiver physically see the 
same ‘product’ it does not necessarily guarantee that their perception of it is the same. They 
might have different background and resources for interpretation (decoding). This is also the 
phase of ‘reproduction’, the process where the receiver either accepts or rejects the message. 
  
Looking at the case study of the documentary of Za’atari where we are the receivers of the 
message encoded by UNHCR and YAHOO, we are subjected to decode their message and we 
will do so using our resources. 
 
Furthermore Hall explains that, as television attempts to represent a three-dimensional world on 
a bidimensional media it becomes necessary to filtrate the message one wants to communicate 
through codes. This is the reason why, what one sees on television is a representation of reality 
and not reality in itself. The existence of filters is why one is unable of re representing the 
precise signifier of what is to be represented. 
  
In optimising the relationship between encoding and decoding of messages in order to diminish 
misunderstanding, Hall proposes a new media study called “the use of semiotic paradigm”. The 
study is focused on dispelling behaviourism and helps understanding the content of media. 
Although television programmes are not behavioural inputs it seems difficult for the audience to 
                                                
23 Hall, 1973:509 
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distinguish between reality and messages about reality. Hall gives an example, which Gerbner 
has remarked because of our inability to comprehend epistemological distinctions: 
 
“The representation of violence on television screen are not violence but messages about 
violence”(Hall 1973:511) 
 
With the use of denotation and connotation, it helps to clarify the semiotic paradigms in 
messages by distinguishing messages between the two concepts. Hall goes on in saying that the 
concept of “denotation” is equated with the literal meaning of “sign” because of its somewhat 
fixed universal meaning/recognition and that “connotation” on the other hand is more abstract in 
the way that is is less fixed in meaning and they vary from instance to instance. 
 
Finally, in his theory, Hall explains three methods of decoding: dominant-hegemonic position, 
negotiated code and an oppositional position or code. The dominant-hegemonic position is where 
the receiver unquestionably accepts the encoding meaning as it was intended. The receiver is 
said to be “operating inside the dominant code” (Hall 1973:515) and this is the ideal-typical case 
of ‘perfectly transparent communication’. The second position of ‘negotiation’ is where the 
audience both adapts and oppositions the message. As Hall puts it: 
 
“It acknowledges the legitimacy of the hegemonic definition to make the grand 
signification (abstract), while, at a more restricted, situational (situated) level,  it makes 
its own ground rules - it operates with exceptions to the rule” (Hall 1973:516) 
 
The ‘oppositional code’, which is the third position within the methods of decoding, is one where 
the audience/receiver perfectly understands the encoded message but chooses to ignore it for 
political/social reasons. 
 
Referring again to our case study of Za’atari this model of communication is a way for us to 
empirically collect, observe and decode the messages given in the documentary as an outside 
bystander. It will also help us examine the encoding and decoding of messages within the 
refugee camp itself - between the UNHCR workers and the Syrian refugees.  
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4.3 Foucault – the subject and power 
 
The theory of the subject and power relates to the individual’s relation to power and the question 
of context within that power. The individual is placed in relations of production and signification 
as well as he is equally placed in complex power relations.  
Power is not an independent essence in itself, it is only manifested when it is exercised upon the 
actions of the subject. Therefore it is a prerequisite that the subject acts in order for power to 
exist and to be exercised which only manifests by the action upon the action of the subject. 
  
“The exercise of power consists in guiding the possibility of conduct (of others) and putting 
in order the possible outcome“ (Foucault, 1982:789) 
  
Power is not an absolute dominating force which constraints its subjects, if that was the case it 
would not be a relationship of power but a relationship of constraint, like the slave and the slave 
owner24. In order for a power relationship to exist, the subject has to be free to act in any way 
possible. The action of the subject may then be acted upon, but the subject has still been free to 
act in the moment. The nondeterministic pattern of behaviour of the subject is a necessity for a 
power to be exercised, ergo to exist.  
In a power relationship the two opposites, power and freedom, constitutes a constant struggle; 
One will always exclude the other and it is impossible for both to be present at the same time, but 
the other is never completely ruled out. This constitutes the struggle. 
  
“In effect, what defines a relationship of power is that it is a mode of action which does not 
act directly and immediately on others. Instead, it acts upon their actions: an action upon 
an action, on existing actions or on those which may arise in the present or the future.” 
(Foucault 1982:789) 
  
As mentioned above, a relationship of power is not necessarily a precondition of violence even 
though violence is the primitive form, the permanent secret and the last resource: the real nature 
                                                
24 Foucault: The Subject and Power 1982 
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of power25. Violence can be a mean to obtain and maintain power, but the mean might as well be 
consent. Democracy is an example of that; power is delegated to a few by consent of the many. 
Either way power cannot be obtained, maintained or even exist without one or the other, even 
both at the same time but they are not the basis of power, they are the instrument or the result. 
Power in itself is a mode of action; an action upon an action of others. 
  
4.3.1 The pastoral power 
A good example of a power institution would be that of Christianity, which involves the need for 
pastors to control and regulate the citizens of a given society. The pastor is a functional mean 
through which Christianity (the church/exercisor of power) gains knowledge and thus control 
over the ‘flock’. The pastor seeks the inner thoughts of the individual in order to exercise power 
upon him and providing truth to the identity of the person. He functions as an insurance in the 
continuance of maintaining power which provides the possibility for the Christian church to 
'dictate' and influence the common sense and moral norms of the given society.  
  
In retrospect the concept of a government can be looked upon as a modern approach for 
individualization or a new version of the pastoral power. In the modern government the pastors 
are replaced by state officials, which control and adjust the action implied by the higher 
institution in order to maintain control over the society meaning in the end, the individual. The 
pastoral character could be that of a police officer, a politician or rich and influential 
personalities – all of which sustain great respect and admiration in the modern society. The ‘new’ 
pastoral power is not about leading the people to salvation in the next world but rather in the 
present world. Here the objective lies in providing good health, food, shelter, security and 
protecting the individual. The ‘new pastor’ has two focus points, which is to maintain a global 
collective concern on the population as well as a subjective analytical concern on the individual.  
 
4.3.2 Submission of subjectivity 
The submission of subjectivity is the most prevailing form of struggle of our time. It is less 
explicit than the two other forms. It is power exercised upon our subjectivity; our inner life, 
thoughts and feelings. Therefore it can be difficult to detect. It is what ties the individual to 
                                                
25  Foucault: The Subject and Power 1982 
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himself, to his own individuality and also how his surroundings perceives him. However, it is not 
one self who makes one’s individuality, the government makes it. It subjugates the individual 
and imposes a law of truth on him that others and himself will recognize. It is a subjugation of 
our subjectivity by the state, a forced individualization. A way of guiding our conduct so that it 
in the end will promote the total. Individualization is a mean, a technique to get to the objective 
of the government. The ‘forced’ individualization promotes gives way to the totalization which is 
to ensure the continuity of the capitalistic state. All deviation or pathological categorization of 
individuals is in reality only a deviation of the ‘plan’ of the government, of the totalization, not a 
deviation of a universal truth. We must make our own subjectivity26. 
  
“Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are but to refuse what we are. 
We have to imagine and to build up what we could be to get rid of this kind of political 
“double bind”, which is the simultaneous individualization and totalization of modern 
power structures”. (Foucault, 1982:785) 
  
The power structures of the modern government are built up by divergent political messages and 
goals, which altogether provide individualization and totalization towards the creation of power 
structures. Furthermore Foucault argues that maybe the objective of the future is to separate the 
individual from both the government and the unique individualization process linked to the 
government. Thus the society and individual within will gain a new form of subjectivity, which 
is not indirectly forced upon them by an authority. Only then will the individual be liberated 
from the forced-upon-process of individualization. 
 
 
4.3.3 The analysis of power relations 
The exerciser of power and the subject constitutes the two components of Foucault’s theory of 
power relations. In order to understand the two components in the context of society, one must 
divide and investigate the different aspects of each ‘group's’ position as either exercisers of 
power or as subjects. This is also an analysis of society and a look at which prevailing conditions 
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that divides people into these two categories, what the intentions and means are of both groups in 
relation to the above mentioned struggle. 
  
In modern society, all power relations are in relation to the government. They are divided into 
blocks that can be described as institutions which aren’t only state institutions but can be both 
families and private workspaces but are all related to the government in some way. In each block 
the struggle of power relations are manifested. 
According to Foucault, society consists of three relationships: The system of communication, 
which is language and signs, objective capacities which are productive activities and such, and 
power relations which are activities of power. Communication is also a system of acting upon an 
action of another, but does not have the intention of exercising power, it can however be used as 
a mean of exercising power. Objective capacities can be described as the production efficiency 
or the outcome/goal of something. 
In each block, these three relationships are balanced, sometimes overlapping but not necessarily 
doing so. An example of this: In a military institution, signs and language are used to 
communicate a hierarchy of power in order to produce a certain objective27. 
  
In each of these blocks there are both exercisers of power and subjects present. It is like a field or 
a frame in which power relations exists. In order to understand who is what and why, one must 
determine these points: 
  
● The system of differentiations. The fact that some people in a society have better chances of 
gaining a position of power. This is determined by the law, social status and, or economic 
and educational privilege. 
● The types of objectives. (Of the people in power positions) could be economic etc. 
● The means of bringing power relations into being. Means such as surveillance, violence etc. 
● The forms of institutionalization: What is the form of institution/block in question. 
● The degrees of rationalization: The connection of the bringing of power into play, the 
effectiveness of the means, the cost of the means, etc. The exercise of power is constantly 
adjusting in relation to these above-mentioned dimensions. 
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In opposition to these points, Foucault present six points of resistance of the anti authoritarian 
struggle. He mentions three forms of anti-authoritarian struggles: the dominant form, which 
typically is of religious or ethnic suppression, the form of exploitation, often of feudal 
resemblance, such as the exploitation of labour and finally, the struggle against submission of 
subjectivity which is mentioned above.  
The anti-authoritarian struggle is against the structural state violence through economic and 
ideological sanctions - a technique, a form of power as power in itself, not as conceptualized as 
an institution/elite etc. These struggles all have six points in common which can be useful in an 
analysis of power struggle: 
  
● They are transversal. They don’t belong to a particular country or form of politics. 
● The struggle is against power pr. definition. The unequal relationship between the two 
oppositions, not important what is gained from the superior side. 
● They look for the immediate enemy. They fail to to look beyond the structure of the power in 
order to find a long-term solution, but a here and now struggle. 
● They want to be individual but not when the government individualizes them and breaks up 
the community. In other words the subject wants to be in control of his own 
individualization. Again individualization in it self is not that important, it is more 
considered as the “battlefield” or the mean of the power position of the government. 
● They are against obtaining power through knowledge such as educational privileges. 
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5. Mindmap 
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6. Analysis  
 
6.1 Introduction to analysis 
The analytical section of the project focuses on combining the above mentioned theories to the 
problem statement in order to achieve a greater understanding of the subject and in the end 
answer the presented problem statement. To make this a successful project it is important to 
choose theories, which can be combined to support the project and especially the analytical 
section, which focuses on the concept of the ‘person’, the ‘place’ and the power struggles within. 
When combining the three theorists (i.e. de Certeau, Foucault and Hall) the project is presented 
with a vast amount of perspectives on the given problem statement, which can be applied in the 
discussion.       
 
6.1.1 De Certeau 
The theory of de Certeau was relevant for different reasons. Since the beginning of the 
brainstorming one of the interests was the relation between “the place” and “the individual” and 
the theory of de Certeau was presumed, for this, absolutely suitable for the focus.  
In order to understand a place, to be able to define and properly describe it, it is necessary to be 
able to interpret its dynamics. De Certeau’s theory is therefore a good way of looking at a city. 
According to his theory the city becomes a city through its inhabitants. The inhabitants are the 
soul of the city, and they are the ‘tools’ through which a city becomes an autonomous place for 
itself. This aspect is, in fact, even more determining for a refugee camp. A city that is the result 
of years and years of urbanistic studies and the conglomeration of architectonic creations, bears 
in its essence a potential artistic and historical relevance whereas for a refugee camp these rules 
do not exist. A mass of caravans and tents in the middle of the desert without people is nothing 
else than a “ghost” city.  
A space becomes a place charged with meaning through the dynamics between the people living 
in that place. In the presented case, one is dealing with Syrian refugees. Their historical, political 
and personal background affects their way of relating to other people which is the origin of 
power relations existing in the camp.  
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This aspect creates a clear connection between the theory of de Certeau regarding the definition 
of space through people and the theory of Foucault regarding the creation and evolution of power 
dynamics between people. 
 
6.1.2 Foucault 
Deciding to use Foucault’s theory of the subject and power, was because it was thought to be 
relevant in relation to investigating the structural power within the camp. The theory is explained 
in a frame of a society consisting of different components such as government, citizens, 
institutions, objectives of the government, communicative strategies etc. The theory is very 
persistent in dividing the different components which gives clarity when trying to define them. It 
explains the essential definition of power and the struggle between the subject and the power. It 
also explains the power relations in society on a higher level and the backdrop of this in 
coherence with the capitalistic society in which we live.  
In the case of the Za’atari camp the distinctions of subject and power is clear. The clarity of this 
distinction is also a mean to obtain the objectives of the people in power. In this way the theory 
was an obvious choice. One would be able to analyse the relations on a fundamental level and 
bring it to a higher level and see its political coherence.  
It is not a society in a national sense, but it is a ‘block’ like described in Foucault’s theory. A 
block in which the relations between the different aspects of society are adjusted. 
 
The Za’atari camp is also a society but not in the traditional sense. In order to investigate the 
power relations one has to understand the frame of these. One has to define what kind of place 
the Za’atari camp is and argue that the refugee camp is more than a temporary place of transit, 
but rather an actual place, an actual society on which Foucault’s theory of power relations can be 
applied. One also has to understand the thoughts and definitions of refugees and uprooted people 
in relation to the UNHCR workers and their presumptions of the refugees.  
 
In order to define the frame or ‘society’ in which the power relations are played out, the 
definition of place was needed. 
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6.1.3 Hall 
In order to be able to understand the relations between the UNHCR workers and the Syrian 
refugees, the necessity to examine the ways of communication between the two was prevalent. 
As well as the need to understand how the communication was conducted and possible reasons 
for why it was conducted as it was. The necessary ‘tools’ to examine this was found within 
Stuart Hall’s theory on model of communication: encoding/decoding. His model gave the 
investigation process insight into the complexity of the process of encoding/decoding messages: 
all the different factors that come into play and the different ways in which individuals interact, 
their personal and social resources for understanding and delivering messages. 
This of Hall’s theory extended to the interpretation of the case study of the documentary of 
‘Za’atari: a day in the life’. Here, it was manageable to use Hall’s theory to decode the encoded 
messages and analyze how their encoded messages were manipulated in order to get the 
viewers/receivers attention. 
  
The reason for choosing Hall’s theory was based on his importance given to cultural studies and 
his newfound way of thinking about how the encoding and decoding is a more complex practice 
that the traditional view of sender – message – receiver. His model explains a more complex 
description of the variety of factors that influence a message’s “journey” once encoded. He also 
explains how the encoders emotionally manipulate the viewer, which to us, seems interesting to 
examine. 
One could have chosen to use other theorists for this part of the project, e.g. one could have 
chosen to use Bill Nichols’ theory on documentaries, which in fact is used in parts of the project, 
to explain the documentary genre, but it was decided not to use him exclusively because he does 
not present a clear model for talk of communication between sender / receiver.  
 
Hall’s theory relates to the theory of Foucault in how they examine the levels of communication 
between individuals, which in our case is the communication between two groups of people from 
different social, emotional, political and historical standpoints.  
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6.2 The Image on the map 
The starting point of the introduction of Za’atari is in many ways similar to the theory of de 
Certeau and his introduction to the city of New York. In the documentary, one of the first views 
of the camp is shown in a scene with Kleinschmidt, 
the self-pronounced ‘Mayor’ of the camp, who 
shows the whole camp drawn on a human sized 
map. He explains the different places in the camp, 
which parts are manifested to the standard and 
which are still in development.  
The UNHCR looks at the map of the camp such as 
an Icarus looks at the city from above. They 
theorize about the practical aspects of the camp, about how the camp is organized (old part, new 
part), knowing which parts are provided with what kind of facilities. Although, in this way, it is 
difficult for them to realize what really is going on in the camp. In fact, ‘their’ map is 
undoubtedly very different from reality.  
 
 
 
 
 
The UNHCR map is a simulacrum, an optimized picture of a non-reality 
 
6.2.1 The professionality of the UNHCR vs. the subjectivity of the refugees 
 
Every night a great number of refugees arrive at the camp. This naturally needs a lot of planning 
from the UNHCR point of view. In one of the scenes, 
the head of operation, Andrew Harper,   is seen in his 
office, planning a very specific and geometrical route 
on a map, which the refugees will use to reach the 
camp the following night. In general it transpires that 
the UNHCR workers seem to look at any kind of movements in and outside the camp in a very 
mathematical way: the path of people is reduced to straight, impersonal, sterile lines drawn on a 
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map. This way of looking at the situation seems to be very common within the UNHCR, and 
appears to be necessary in order for their organisation to reach specific goals and deadlines. 
Their professional positions requiring detachment from feelings, because the individual seems to 
blind them from actually seeing the total and its needs. To give an example from the 
documentary: at a certain point we see Kleinschmidt in a tent where a crying injured girl is being 
treated. At first, he seems to be affected by the situation but a few seconds later, he chooses to 
turn around, obliging himself to keep the professional role. Doing so, he seems to be very 
impersonal and cynical but he later explains to the camera that in order for him to manage his job 
and help the totality of the camp, he has to not look at the individual in favour of the whole 
image. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.2.2 The alienation 
 
 
In general refugee camps - and being a refugee placed 
within - is looked upon as a transitory condition and is 
not expected to be permanent. This is why a refugee 
camp is not build up as a real city with all aspects such 
as real buildings, streets and individual possibilities. In 
Za’atari camp all the tents, caravans and other belongings of the UNHCR are coloured white and 
have their blue UNHCR logo printed on, everything is similar and ‘sterile’. ‘Alienated’ by the 
prefabrication of the place the refugees are put into, it is difficult for them to create their own 
home as there is no real possibility for them to physically and morally build up something. This 
shows even more the impersonal starting point for the refugees. Although through the presence 
of the refugees a theoretical place, the camp, becomes a ‘living organism’.  
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A refugee camp, even more than a normal city, sees its origin in sterile, impersonal systems due 
to its temporality. This city, such as de Certeau’s New York, does not learn and does not have 
the possibility to grow old. - Why? The place arises as a 
temporary solution but it may reveal to actually be the 
lifelong ‘solution’ for many people. 
 
6.2.3 The People are the essence of the city 
Throughout the documentary there is a constant conflict between the UNHCR and the refugees, 
due to their very different standpoints. The UNHCR wishes to provide the basic elements such 
as: safety, shelter, food, medicine - the main requirements for humans to survive. The refugees, 
however, are individual beings with personal needs and requirements that not only transforms in 
time, but are also more complicated than those the UNHCR provides. Not only do they wish to 
survive, they wish for a home. UNHCR tries to cover the needs for an entire population, which is 
simplified by food, shelter etc. in order for them to actually realistically help. The refugees come 
from a society with somewhat good life qualities and are therefore far from satisfied with the 
context in which they live in the camp. 
 
The UNHCR sees the camp as a place ‘in potential’, that constantly needs to be expanded and 
organized so they have the possibility to keep on enlarging the camp while the refugees only 
interest is to make it better for themselves. (See appendix 1). 
The basic problem is the difference in the point of views: the UNHCR staff see themselves as 
“first aid caregivers”, limiting their roles to provide the refugees with tents or caravans, giving 
them the basics necessary for survival. On the other hand the refugees expect more: they seem to 
require individual attentions and fight for equality within the camp. As we experience in the 
documentary, one of the biggest reasons for conflicts is the persistent and invasive requirement 
for electricity from the refugees. The old part of the camp was previously provided with a much 
more advanced electricity system that is not extendable to the whole camp, causing big 
disagreements and discussions. Can one, maybe, suppose that the different perspectives between 
the UNHCR, looking at the camp as an ever growing place, and the refugees, trying to look at it 
as their becoming home, is the reason for many of the ongoing misunderstandings?  
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6.2.4 Icarus and Daedalus 
The two perspectives de Certeau explains in his theory, being respectively that of the view of the 
Icarus and the view of the Daedalus, can easily be applied to the case of Za’atari refugee camp. 
Having explained the view of the 
Icarus through the actions of the 
UNHCR, the perspectives of the 
refugees can be seen as the Daedalus 
view. From seeing everything in a 
‘clean’, ‘sterile’ geometrical image, 
easy to comprehend and theorize 
about, the view from the inside of the 
camp is much more unclear, nuanced, 
flexible and difficult to define (See appendix 2). 
 
The UNHCR establishes compounds while the refugees are attempting to create a city. As 
Kleinschmidt mentions in the documentary, the refugees very clearly show their disagreement 
with how the UNHCR positions the caravans in rows. Even if the idea behind the placing of 
them in strict rows is for security reasons and for vehicles to be able to supply help if needed, the 
refugees seem to give more importance to the ‘personification’ of the place they live in. In 
connection to this the naming of streets or the distinction of certain parts of the camp creates the 
possibility for ‘magnetic fields’ to arise: a city is a in fieri project that is created from mouth to 
mouth. If the old city is known to be the center of dynamics it is strongly possible that it in fact 
will be so.  
Although on an even higher extent than in a 
normal city, in the camp, the refugees 
physically create their own agglomerations by 
moving their caravans to create their personal 
courtyards in order to privatize some areas. As 
de Certeau theorizes; the street picture do not 
in any way depend from the “God” above but 
rather from the people, their culture, their 
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habits, their needs, their traditions.  
In our case, Syrians are a population of trade 
men and in fact they have set up a shopping 
street, Les Champs Elisées and created places 
such as barbershops in order to recreate their 
home. From a sterile, impersonal place, the 
camp transforms into a nuanced, personified, 
personal place of feelings, discussions, hope 
and survival. 
The city evolves the way the inhabitant evolves: Syrians are a population of traders so Za’atari 
becomes a huge “market place”. - In other words, they are trying to assimilate what is familiar to 
them in order to live in Za’atari camp. Furthermore, being a ‘capitalistic’ inspired society they 
are used to having their personal belongings and properties and free trade. As mentioned earlier 
approximately 70% of the population of Syria are living in the cities and are therefore used to 
and comfortable with urban environments, and everything it provides. The transformation from 
this to the reality of living in a refugee camp, developing as a city, however, without the potential 
of satisfying their imbedded needs and demands their former life and location provided. 
De Certeau’s theory is, at first sight, addressed to the analysis of an entire city, composed of 
thousands of buildings, streets, inhabited by lots of people. But could one also apply it to smaller 
realities? Realities such as the home for example? If so it could be interesting to think of what 
circumstances the Syrian refugees come from in order to realise and understand their discomfort 
in relation to their ‘obliged’ permanence in the camp. As mentioned, most Syrians come from 
urban environments, where even if living very close to each other, in relatively small space, they 
have their own home. The society is inspired by a capitalistic structure in which people become 
attached to material goods, and enjoy the right of privacy and as soon as these are taken from 
them they, basically, feel lost. We tend to personify ourselves through what we have, through 
what we can afford and through what we work with. In circumstances such as these all the 
factors are, at once, taken from the refugees. Coming from having something for oneself, being 
able to enrich through work and being put into a situation of passivity makes the camp life even 
harder to accept. Morality changes in a situation like this, creating a sense of ‘every man for 
himself’ position for the refugees. The individual will always do whatever it takes to cover one’s 
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own needs, even though it compromises the aiding organisation, contributing to the ongoing flow 
of misunderstandings and lack of cooperation. To give an example from the documentary, in one 
of the episodes, following the UNHCR worker Nida Yassin, a situation emerges when a boy in 
tears is claiming desperately that his family has not yet received their caravan, even though his 
‘ticket’ or ‘receipt’ distribuited to the refugees - which has been torn - indicates the opposite. 
Yassin sympathizes with the boy, calling the surveyors to investigate the situation. The 
emotional state of the boy and his desperation seems sincere - there should not be any doubt 
about the fact that he is in fact telling the truth. The reality, however, is that he is trying to trick 
Yassin into giving him an extra caravan for him and his family and thereby improving their 
situation in the camp.  Even though Yassin, because of her Jordanian-Muslim background, is 
more relatable to him than other mainly Western UNHCR workers, the boy still puts aside his 
morality, when it comes to getting what he wants, showing the desperation of trying to achieve 
more than what he is presented with in Za’atari. One could argue that it is morally incorrect, 
however in a situation like this it can be argued if moral restrictions, and rules one would 
normally follow in one’s home country, maintain their importance and respectability. In limited 
situations the only focus is to provide what is needed for yourself and your family. 
 
6.2.5 Everyday life 
Through the creation of upcoming everyday life, the refugees develop habits, preferences, needs 
which represent the meaning for their  ‘city’ to exist. Za’atari refugee camp becomes a 
subordination of layers of people, feelings, dynamics etc. instead of remaining a juxtaposition of 
strangers, single individuals. In fact the camp can be looked at differently through three 
perspectives: The first perspective is that of the organizational eye of the UNHCR. It looks upon 
the camp in a very objective manner, while workers such as Kleinschmidt, Harper or Yassin 
have the possibility to be part of an intermediary stage where they are introduced to the 
‘personified’ camp, which is the second perspective. Lastly, the third perspective is that of the 
refugees who creates a personal vision of the city that is invisible to the latter perspectives. It is 
all about shortcuts, links, streets where one can or can not go because of silent agreements, areas 
that are controlled and privatized by someone or someone else. 
The freedom to walk, that each of us possess, describes in some way the most democratic action 
we are in possession of. No one, in theory can tell us where to go, how to go, if to go. Everything 
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depends on our free will, our ability of improvisation. Although, people in Za’atari are free to 
move as they want, they are free to write their personal paths while living in a physically fenced 
place, from where they are strongly suggested not to leave from because of danger and risk of 
dying. By living in a new context with certain rules and laws created for their safety, one could 
argue that the free will is transformed in the little things reachable for the refugees, such as the 
privatization of things and the demands for electricity and so on.  
 
Furthermore Za’atari camp appears also as a mental prison in some way. The refugees are free to 
do and act, but at the same time they live in a border situation being forced into one precise place 
against their own will. What kind of people, with which intention of creating a nice and 
welcoming home could they ever be? The camp is the last place on earth the refugees probably 
would choose to be at. Za’atari refugee camp is not a place of choice, of free will, of hope or 
timelessness. However, Za’atari is the only choice for many. There exists a notion of 
thankfulness to Jordan, which is the country that is hosting the camp but at the same time the 
dislocation of the Syrian refugees underlines even more their uprootedness.  
 
The people of Syria are fleeing a country at war for the right to have democracy and personal 
freedom, they are described as people who have been living a life of constant limited freedom of 
actions and speech. Entering the Za’atari camp, they are however again expected to follow the 
rules and ‘laws’ of the camp in order for the UNHCR to make everything work. The 
documentary clearly depicts a conflict of interest between the refugees and the UNHCR, perhaps 
because the feeling of limited freedom still are on the agenda for the refugees. Living a life in 
safety is not necessarily a life of freedom. In that way, like mentioned above, their ‘fights’ for 
personal freedom and rights are played out in their privatization of different items normally 
common in the camp and also their fight for electricity. 
The ‘urge’ for democracy and having ‘a voice’, so to speak, are visible in the documentary in the 
episode where Kleinschmidt is informed that a demonstration has arisen in the camp. The 
refugees are protesting because of the promise of electricity for the whole camp, which has not 
yet been met. One could argue that the frustration related to this is not only about the need for 
electricity, but also about the promises being given and the disappointment when nothing is 
happening. In later conversation between Kleinschmidt and one of the members of the Syrian 
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refugee council, the clear wish from the refugees are for the UNHCR to respect them, where 
Kleinschmidt in his position asks for trust. The UNHCR fails to understand their frustration since 
they several times have explained that the deliverance of these types of devices takes time. Again 
the perspectives are completely different and close to impossible to unite.  
 
To sum up, some of the main traits of the theory of de Certeau are visible in the case of Za’atari  
refugee camp. 
On a first level there is a clear distinction between the representation of the ‘theoretical’ city on 
the maps and reality and also a difference between the fundamental dynamics of what creates a 
city and a home. The main cause for misunderstandings between the refugees and the UNHCR 
seem to be caused by the difference of views: the refugees are trying to build up their new 
‘subjective’ home, while the UNHCR are simply trying to provide the most functional first aid 
possible. The result is a constant conflict of interest between the individual and the institution. 
 
An everyday life seems to be created through the dynamics of many people living together, 
adding their individuality to the newly founded society. But a constant insatisfaction seems to be 
present, because of the difficulty of forming a subjective environment in a sterile, pre-established 
and already ‘marked’ place, with limited possibilities for personal belongings. It is, however, 
clear that the essence of any city is created by the people making their own marks on and paths 
through it, choosing the unexpected routes, influenced by their embedded norms in relation to 
their former urbanistic experience. 
When looking beyond the theory of de Certeau, there is a noticeable, evident change and part 
neglection of morality. It seems to be the rule that when humans are introduced to extreme 
situations they feel to be beyond legitimate moral rules. The instinct of survival and the feeling 
of belongingness to ones family strengthens to a level that e.g. lying seems to be justifiable if it 
gets you what you want. Although, even if it may seem controversial, the refugees seem to have 
an urge for democracy and personal freedom. When discussing with Killian they promote their 
interest in reciprocal respect and trust.  
6.3 The struggle of power relations in the Za’atari Camp  
Escaping the ongoing war in Syria relieves many people from the horrors and tragics of their 
home country. However, soon after entering the Za’atari refugee camp, it quickly becomes clear 
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that the extensive flow of people entering 
the camp along with their needs for basic 
supplies, challenges the capacity and speed 
of the UNHCR workers and volunteers. The 
problem the manager of the camp (i.e. 
Kleinschmidt) is faced with is the reality of 
organizing and dictating what 120,00028 
people should do and where they should 
live. As Kleinschmidt mentions: “they don’t like being told what to do” (Yahoo & UNHCR 2013), 
thus the biggest hurdle for the camp to function properly is to overcome the mindset of the 
people entering the camp. Here the concept of power relations plays a significant part when 
looking upon how people react in relation to the fact that they have less power once they enter 
the camp. If the camp was not being firmly controlled by an entity, it would crumble and despair 
in the dust of desperation for basic needs. However demonstrations have been arising in the 
recent months and it is clear that a shift of 
power has occurred, when looking back on 
the founding of the camp. It is evident that 
the inhabitants of the camp can achieve and 
posses power through actions taken in the 
community of the camp. Through 
privatizing of e.g. public materials the 
power is outsourced into the community 
and the individuals, whilst at the same time Kleinschmidt seems to lose it. The element of 
privatizing is the first frontier for the inhabitants to try to gain power and influence in Za’atari. 
As Foucault mentions in his theory; one can be in power if action is taken upon the object you 
want to maintain power towards29. Thus by stealing public materials to construct your own is at 
the same time a demonstration of power towards the management of Za’atari as well as towards 
other citizens. There is a certain feeling of us vs. them - a concept, which many Syrians are faced 
with once entering Za’atari. This is expressed in the documentary when looking at the behaviour 
                                                
28 Yahoo & UNHCR 2013 
29 Foucault, 1982:780 
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of some citizens within Za’atari, whom are not satisfied with the process of placing caravans, 
distribution of electricity etc. Not being presented with the same possibilities as other citizens in 
Za’atari camp provokes a notion of aversion between 
the UNHCR and the refugees,  which inspire some to 
resist decisions made by the management of Za’atari. 
The resistance transforms into rebellious 
demonstrations. Furthermore, what goes on in Syria 
impacts in Za’atari as well and one can see how 
people are forced to cope living a fairly poorer lifestyle.               
 
6.3.1 The aspect of ‘pastoral power’ 
When looking at the case of the Za’atari camp in relation to Foucault and his theory of power 
relations, the case draws an obviously parallel to the subject. As Foucault mentions in his theory: 
 
“power relations have been progressively governmentalized, that is to say, elaborated, 
rationalized, and centralized in the form of, or under the auspices of, state institutions“ 
 (Foucault 1982:793) 
 
This thought characterizes Za’atari as well, in the sense of a central form of power exercised 
from a ‘government’ (i.e. UNHCR), who has ‘state institutions’ located around and within the 
camp in order to keep and preserve the power. In the same way as a modern government needs 
‘pastors’ to protect and preserve the power in favour of the government, as well is it crucial for 
the camp to maintain its influence and power through the actions performed by their ‘pastors’ 
(i.e. the UNHCR workers, doctors, volunteers etc.). The ‘pastors’ of Za’atari possess the same 
functions given by Foucault in his theory; i.e. protect and serve the people, provide food, shelter, 
medicine and so on30. A direct example would be that of Yassin, the UNHCR worker who’s in 
charge of directing where the caravans should be placed. Yassin is a ‘tool’ - a pastor - in which 
the UNHCR uses to provide shelter for the people. She has the power to control where people 
are situated. Essentially she maintains the means to split families apart because of the fact that 
she has to follow a specific blueprint given out by the UNHCR. At one point in the documentary 
                                                
30 Foucault 1982:784 
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Yassin is met by a frustrated husband who is not allowed to live next to his sister because of the 
strict caravan planning schedule. However, Yassin finds a solution and the man is in the end able 
to live next to his family. Here, is shown a ‘human’ side of Yassin where she actually deviates 
from the ‘schedule’ of the UNHCR. However she holds the power to take specific actions 
against the people when looking at the placing of caravans. Taking action is essential in 
Foucault’s theory.  
On the contrary at one point the positions of power shift when Kleinschmidt goes shopping or 
gets a haircut in the camp. Here the owners set the price and are able to control the economy of 
that area of the camp. Here Kleinschmidt has no control and the power lies with the refugees. 
Thus defining who actually holds the power in Za’atari camp becomes difficult since it depends 
on the situation and actions set out from the persons within the camp. However, as Kleinschmidt 
mentions; “They need an institution and not an individual” (Yahoo & UNHCR 2013). Kleinschmidt 
implies that in order to maintain a functioning camp, an institution is needed and not one 
individual figure. This message follows the guidelines given by Foucault in his theory. In order 
to exercise control over a society or people, 
an institution - i.e. government - is needed. 
One individual cannot take control without a 
‘government’ and its ‘pastors’, the task of 
control is simply too great. In Za’atari the 
‘pastors’ are not just the tools in which to 
maintain power, they also functions as the 
glue holding the community together, 
preserving order and safety. Without them the 
camp would not be able to exist.       
 
 
 
 
6.3.2 The block/society/institution  
Foucault’s theory of the subject and power is not directly said, but is presumed to be explained 
as something that is played out in a society of a state. A state, which consists of a government, a 
class hierarchy, an educational system and various state-related institutions. Foucault might also 
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be talking about a nation-state that consists of a fairly homogenous population that shares the 
same language, culture and religion.  
Za’atari refugee camp is not a state in itself and definitely not a nation-state. Its population is 
fairly homogenous consisting of Syrian refugees who all share the same language, culture, 
religion and background. One could argue that their current situation makes them even more 
alike since all of them have fled their home country, travelled through the desert and 
experienced a trauma in one way or another. The governing of Za’atari refugee camp lies in the 
hands of the UNHCR in cooperation with the Jordanian government, which also includes the 
Jordanian police force. The UNHCR provides food, shelter and medical care but also makes sure 
the “laws” of the camp are followed, in some situations by the help of the Jordanian police. 
When a refugee arrives and is provided with the services of the camp, he or she automatically 
consent to the existing laws and systems set up by the UNHCR. The refugee is free to leave at 
anytime, but has to undergo a certain procedure 
before doing so. Food, caravans etc. is provided by 
different donors such as the UNHCR, Jordan and 
other countries in the area. The distribution of these 
means is arranged by the UNHCR. The refugees are 
free to act and speak within the frame of the law of 
the camp. They are also free to put up small shops 
and businesses, but within the limitations of what is 
possible in a refugee camp.  
 
The camp resembles a small society with a government, a market street where the refugees buy 
and sell, hospitals where the Syrian refugees work side by side with the UN workers and schools 
where refugees also work.  
6.3.3 Anti authoritarian struggle 
The Za’atari refugee camp is an institution in a society that has its own balance of power 
relations, communication and objective capacities. The power relations and the mode of action, 
are presented in the film as situations of struggle occurring between UNHCR workers and the 
refugees. The UNHCR acts upon the actions of the refugees. The “battlefield” is questioned of 
better living conditions such as getting caravans for everyone so the refugees do not have to live 
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in tents, or getting a transformer so everyone can have electricity. As the theory of the anti 
authoritarian struggle suggests, the need of e.g. a transformer is a ‘battlefield’ of the struggle. An 
example of this is at one point in the film where Kleinschmidt has a meeting with a small 
council of refugees that function as a communicative platform between refugees and the 
UNHCR administration. They are meeting to discuss the need for a transformer in order to 
provide electricity for everyone in the camp and also to put an end to the dissatisfaction among  
the refugees since there have been small riots protesting against the inadequate  number of 
transformers. Kleinschmidt explains to the council 
that they have ordered a transformer and they are 
waiting for it to arrive. The council members seem 
to understand this and the meeting ends on good 
terms. A couple of days later a large demonstration 
breaks out in front of Kleinschmidt’s caravan where 
the refugees put him on lock-down and prevent him 
from leaving the ground. One of the councilmen 
from the previous meeting is leading the 
demonstration. They demonstrate in order to get the 
transformer. A quarrel between the councilman and 
Kleinschmidt breaks out. The councilman does not 
believe that Kleinschmidt has ordered the 
transformer despite the fact that Kleinschmidt 
actually has. This implies that the very problem of 
the transformer is only a “battlefield” to have a 
power struggle and express dissatisfaction. The refugees and the councilman do not seem to 
accept that it takes time to receive the transformer, they want a solution now and react upon 
Kleinschmidt - the immediate enemy; this is also an example of the anti authoritarian struggle. 
At one point Kleinschmidt says to a co-worker over the phone “If they don’t stop this 
demonstration, they will not get a transformer” (Yahoo, UNHCR film). Here he directly 
exercises power, since he is in the position of holding back means in order to make the refugees 
subject - he acts upon their actions. For the first time we also see the Jordanian police standing 
by to protect Kleinschmidt if any violent act should occur from the refugees.    
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In the scene of the quarrel between Kleinschmidt and the councilman their heated discussion is 
filmed. Kleinschmidt repeatedly utters “Stop it, stop it!” (Yahoo, UNHCR film).  By “stop it” 
Kleinschmidt means stop the demonstration. Afterwards when the parts have calmed down and 
talk about it, the refugee councilman says that he thought Kleinschmidt said “Stupid! Stupid!” 
and not “stop it, stop it!”. He says that he just wants respect from Kleinschmidt. This also shows 
that the demonstration and the quarrel is about something else than just the transformer. It is a 
power struggle. The fact that the councilman thinks Kleinschmidt says he is stupid shows how 
the councilman knows that there are certain inequalities between the two. 
 
Another example of the anti authoritarian struggle is when a male refugee acts out because he is 
not allowed to move a caravan in order to be closer to his sister. He is struggling for his 
individualization and his own idea of his right to decide how he wants to live. But this wish 
clashes with the planning made by the UNHCR whose objective is to keep roads clear in case of 
emergencies such as fire. The refugee feels that this is an attack on his individualism and his 
right to make his own choices concerning his own way of living. Again this might not be a 
matter of the position of the caravan but more a struggle of the individualism of the subject 
versus the objectives of the power, the UNHCR.  
This is an example of the objectives of the UNHCR. Their objective is to be able to, through 
planning etc., manage the camp and cover the humanitarian needs of the refugees. But it is also 
their objective to make the refugees feel safe. They could force the man to keep his caravan in 
the lines of the UNHCR’s plan of the camp, but instead they accept the man’s request even 
though they have the means to make him stay according to the original plan.  
 
6.3.4 The means and objectives of the UNHCR 
The main objective of the UNHCR as an organization is to protect and help refugees worldwide. 
In order to do so, in the example of the Za’atari camp their objective is to provide a safe 
environment for the refugees and to provide food, shelter and medical service. In order to do so, 
certain rules and regulations are needed to plan the camp and execute the different practical 
aspects. These rules are their means to obtain their objective. The rules are maintained by acting 
upon the refugees if they break these rules - action upon action. They do not act with violence 
since the refugees are there by consent, though it is a consent out of need and not out of choice. 
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As in the above-mentioned example, the UNHCR’s means of maintaining power is also 
influenced by their objective: discussion, negotiation and sometimes acceptance of the demands 
of the refugees. It is not necessary for them to use violence as a mean of maintenance, but since 
violence is the last resource of power, the Jordanian police stand by as a mean of violence in 
order to keep the law and order, so that in the end the UNHCR can pursue their objective. Young 
children have shown their dissatisfaction with the presence of the police station and what it 
represents by throwing stones at it until, in the end, they removed it completely. A new police 
station has not been reinstalled. Another example of the acceptance of the demands and 
behaviour of the refugees is the removal of public bathrooms, or actually the stealing of it. 
Kleinschmidt calls this act of theft, privatizing of the bathrooms. They in theory break the law 
by removing public bathrooms and moving them to their caravan for personal use. Again the 
acceptance and the 
way in which 
Kleinschmidt 
interprets this, is 
also an example of 
the objectives of 
the UNHCR. In a 
normal state like 
the one Foucault 
talks about in his theory, the government’s mean to maintain power and fulfil their objective 
would be to make sure that the law wasn’t broken. Since the UNHCR has the well-being of the 
refugee as their main objective, they accept these violations.  
This underlines Foucault’s theory of each “block”/institution in society has its own balance of 
power relations, communication and objectives, and how they sometimes overlap.  
The communication is the UNHCR logo and signs that are visible on tents, cars and uniforms 
etc. constantly communicate that this camp is set up, belongs to, and is governed by the 
UNHCR. In this way the power relationship of the camp is  
communicated.  
This block/institution is, in this case, not directly related to one government, one state. Everyone 
in the camp, UNHCR workers as well as refugees, are of course subjected to Jordanian law since 
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this is the country in which they are hosted. The UNHCR is subjected to the UN General 
Assembly, which is an international organization of 192 countries. The camp is therefore related 
to the government of the UNHCR. Therefore the differentiation in this “society” is already 
predetermined by law and position. The refugees are allowed to have small businesses, use their 
medical skills in the hospitals and working as teachers. But the positions of acting upon actions 
and exercising power, is reserved the UNHCR employees, also differentiated by their uniforms.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.4 Analysis through Hall’s theory   
The power of documentaries lies in the ability to present the actual world to the viewer. 
However the producers can decide which perception the viewer should have in the end. By 
producing a certain message, the producers are free to steer their presentations as they would 
like their audience to receive it. Seen as the audience is seeing only what the producer chooses to 
show, the persuasion of the audience to accept their point of view as appropriate becomes less of 
a challenge. The challenge when analysing using Hall’s encoding and decoding model of 
communication is to examine how the producer conducts his ideas and how the audience 
perceives it.  
6.4.1 Encoding and decoding the documentary 
From a semiotic perspective the symbols first introduced to when 
clicking on the link to the documentary, are the ‘YAHOO!’ logo. 
After that, one soon lays eye upon the iconic UNHCR - symbol 
for the United Nations Refugee Agency. Then, briefly after a couple  
of seconds into the documentary, the first symbols the audience is  
introduced to is again the iconic YAHOO and the UNHCR logo,  
which are both dominant throughout the documentary series. 
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It is rather quickly established that the documentary is a YAHOO and UNHCR production – 
they are the encoders of this message. 
 
 
It is clear from the beginning that the 
documentary concerns people from two 
different cultures – a Western and an Eastern, 
one could say. All writings one is being 
exposed to are in English and Arabic, even the 
numbers of days one sees on the screen are in 
both language. It gives it a multicultural feeling 
and in that way includes more people because it may appeal to a broader audience using cultural 
differences. This all lies within the process of ‘production’ in Hall’s model of communication. 
Further on in the production - also called encoding process, concerns the message the producer, 
which in this case is UNHCR, is encoding. Seen, as this is a documentary (of social 
representation) one can already assume that its content has something to do with what is going 
on in the world. And the official reason one can also assume is to shed light on the situation the 
documentary presents. Assuming ones presumptions are legit one can move on to examining 
how the producers have chosen to direct their focus. Along with their task of production, 
reaching out to a prefered audience is also an important part for the process. At one point in the 
documentary celebrity Angelina Jolie, who also functions as a spokesperson for the UNHCR 
joins the refugee camp and offers her support to the people. Her appearance in the documentary 
could very well be a publicity stunt, since her role in the documentary seems insignificant to rest 
of the context. Another reason for the assumed publicity stunt could be to attract a broader 
audience and have her followers, follow the documentary. 
  
The first few seconds of introduction are important since they capture the essence of the 
documentary and are also part of the process when getting the audience’s attention. It is 
characterized by glimpses from the refugee area with a voice-over by the camp manager Killian 
Kleinschmidt whose voice and physical appearance is dominant throughout the documentary. 
Other semiotics are the written sentences popping up on the screen with words like “most 
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extraordinary” and “the harshest” indicating the seriousness of the situation, as does the text 
explaining the placement of the camp: “it is a piece of desert visible from space (…) It is also 
home to 120,000 uprooted people” (Yahoo). The theme song for the documentary playing in the 
background of the introduction is unknown but one can hear that it is a crowd of people chanting 
in a foreign language. Throughout the documentary the music has an important role and 
positions the “characters” in certain ways, which will be elaborated on later in the analysis. 
  
Throughout the documentary there is a clear visual 
distinction between the UNHCR workers and the 
Syrian refugees and this has to do with the way that 
the documentary is filmed. The main focus is on the 
UNHCR workers and their work in the camp. One 
rarely gets to hear the refugees speak for themselves 
instead one is informed by the UNHCR workers 
how the refugees are acting and how they spend 
their everyday life at the camp. This observation is 
part of the “circulation” in Hall’s model of 
communication. This set of scenery lets us, as the 
audience, see the situation of the documentary 
somewhat being biased in relation to UNHCR. The hierarchical construction that is present is 
dominant but there is never a direct condescending episode but one is tempted to conclude that 
there is a certain undertone in how the refugees are portrayed. Whenever the camera is filming 
the refugees, it is as if the audience is expected to perceive them in a certain way: the tone of the 
music becomes more sympathetic, people’s faces seem defeated and exhausted and overall 
helpless. The UNHCR workers on the other hand are portrayed as the strong rescuers, which 
they in fact are. When filming them the music is much more up-tempo and busy. They are all 
presented singularly as they have different assignments in the camp. It is as if they were casted 
to play a role in the documentary because of the variety of emotional levels they act on. One 
could analyse the key characters as such: Andrew Harper who is ‘head of the operation’ plays 
the character of a loving and caring man who genuinely cares about the refugees and his main 
purpose is to help them, not to promote himself. Killian Kleinschmidt, ‘camp manager’ is on the 
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contrary a man with great authority to the refugees, his engagement to the Syrian refugee is 
directed in a structural way and does not see the individual but rather he sees them all as bricks 
in his puzzle. He goes as far as to call himself the ‘mayor’ and ‘boss’ of Za’atari refugee camp. 
Ana Calvo is portrayed as the life and soul of the refugee camp; she comes across as a strong 
independent woman who has the energy and power to help everyone and will not stop until she 
has. The last one of the key characters is Gaza Nida Yassin also referred to as Nida Yassin, she 
is the youngest of the presented UNHCR workers. She exhibits something very innocent in her 
way of being. Her way of distributing caravans is 
done in the nicest and unproblematic way, and as 
she said herself she just wants to put smiles on 
peoples faces.  
 
On a more abstract level of the communication 
model the “use” of the decoded message for people 
from a ‘Western’ society it is a matter of cognitive 
and emotional consequences seen, as the probability 
of something similar to the situation in Syria 
happening in ‘the West’ is little. What one can do is 
to reflect on what one sees and from thereon it is 
very much a personal matter how one “uses” the 
message. The final phase is the “reproduction” phase where the receiver either accepts or rejects 
the message – in this particular message articulated through a documentary there is no either – 
or conclusion since the analysis has not reached its final stage.  
 
6.4.2 Encoding and decoding within the refugee camp   
Watching the documentary one soon is able to distinguish the differences in culture, class and 
importance of respect within the situation that is present. Different from the section above where 
it is the UNCHR organization collaborating with YAHOO! which, are responsible for the 
encoding. It is now the UNHCR workers themselves that are the encoders and their encoded 
messages are to be decoded by the refugees. The multiple messages encoded by the UNHCR 
workers all echo the same idea, namely helping the refugees, in various ways, within the camp. 
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Since the UNHCR workers have fixed strategies on how the different tasks should be succeeded 
in the most optimal way they need to follow certain guidelines. 
The tasks for the decoders, which are the refugees, are to embrace the encoded messages to 
“use” and “reproduce” them – referring to the model of communication. As seen in the 
documentary these are not completely successful messages. Since messages can only be 
successful if conducted properly in the “production/encoding” process, it is there one has to look 
for “blame” or “flaws”. There are however multiple reasons for the message to be wrongly 
decoded. One being the cultural; as mentioned earlier the encoders originate from a ‘Western’ 
background whereas the decoders come from an ‘Eastern’ one. Having different backgrounds 
means having different social perspectives in relation to beliefs, values, traditions and just 
general understanding of a daily life which naturally creates some confusion between the two 
groups of people. This lack of understanding or misinterpretation between the two groups 
creates complications and ends in discussion as it does in the documentary when one of the 
refugees gets furious because he wants his caravan to be closer to his family and does not 
understand that the UNHCR worker is instructed to set his caravan in a specific order for safety 
reasons. Another example where the communication gets lost is when the camp manager, 
discussing with one of the local leaders, and the words “stop it” is misinterpreted into “stupid”, 
thus creating even more confusion between the two. This leads to another aspect of the 
encoding/decoding process, which is the language. In the documentary nearly all communication 
is in English and for those who cannot speak English there is a translator. Because not everyone 
understands or speaks English and even some of the UNHCR workers English is poor the 
communication continuously gets lost in translation and the encoded messages get decoded 
falsely because of how the codes in the syntagmatic chain are articulated.  
 
6.4.3 The ways of decoding 
Were one to decode from a ‘hegemonic position’ one would perceive the encoded message from 
a viewpoint similar to that of the producer, which in reality is what the producer sets out to do. 
One would perceive the documentary as an unbiased, genuine message without any opposition 
to the grounds for encoding such message. Hypothetically one could argue that in the case of 
Za’atari one “chooses” to decode in the hegemonic position because one has confident the 
encoders and views them as a reliable one source. 
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Were one to take a ‘negotiating position’ when decoding, one would acknowledge the 
legitimacy of the hegemonic position but would also view the encoded ‘message’ critically in 
relation to its authenticity and grounds of existence. Again, hypothetically, one would be critical 
to how the messages in the documentary are directed and why they are directed in the way they 
are - are there, for example, any ulterior motives? 
Finally, were one to decode from an ‘oppositional position’ one would undoubtedly dismiss the 
presented message for social or political reasons. At this last position one would, hypothetically, 
dismiss the documentary because of lack of authenticity in regards to the situation in the camp 
for example. Other grounds for dismissal could also be that one disagrees with the UNHCR and 
its policy and therefore refuses to acknowledge it. 
 
7. Discussion 
When first presented to the documentary, we expected to get an inside view of the reality of the 
life of Syrian refugees in a refugee camp, as the title of the documentary is: ‘Za’atari: A day in 
the life’. At first, we all seemed to be emotionally affected by the situation of the Syrians shown 
in the film and we were eager to find out more. 
When analyzing and looking at aspects of the documentary from a more critical perspective we 
realize that the first impression we had had, was much influenced by the UNHCR and their point 
of view. We justify this by simply looking at the title “Za’atari: A day in the life” which seems to 
refer to an inside view of the everyday life of both the refugees as well as the UNHCR workers. 
However, we discovered a much subjective agenda regarding the creation of the documentary.  
Further, when analysing the documentary more closely to find images where refugees were being 
portrayed in a objective and honest way, we found that in every scene where refugees were in 
focus, the most important character however was in some form or another on of the UNHCR 
representatives: In one of the scenes we see Harper talking to a man, whose two year old 
daughter has been shot in the back and will be paralyzed for the rest of her life. As a viewer one 
naturally sympathises with the girl and her family, the focus in the scene however is on Harper, 
who is portrayed as a vulnerable and sympathetic man able to show his feelings and impersonate 
with the refugees. One could argue that this is a conscious choice by the producer to portray 
Andrew Harper in this way, knowing already that he is one of the leading forces of the UNHCR 
staff with great responsibility, this sets him in a different light and makes him more ‘likeable’, 
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thus reinforcing an image of ‘goodness’. A more discreet way of self-promoting the ‘goodness’ 
of the UNHCR is when introduced to dr. Ana Calvo. She is portrayed as the caring vibrant 
leading doctor with great responsibilities, delegating assignments. When introduced to her 
character we are told by one of the camp workers what a good a person she is and how good she 
is at her work but we never see her actually working and her relevance in the documentary is 
quickly lost after only appearing once or twice throughout the documentary. At this point after 
analysing, the discreet way of promoting appears not as discreet as one’s thought and we see no 
reason for dr. Calvo’s appearance in the documentary to be anything else than to give an 
impression of gender equality within the organization and again reinforcing their image. 
When being critical towards the means used throughout the documentary, the stories and lives of 
the refugees are not being explored in a deeper sense, but only viewed in a superficial way, 
supporting our presumed agenda for the documentary. We, as the audience are expecting to view 
a documentary about a population of people seeking refuge because of political persecution, 
instead we are left with questions like: can we truly believe what we see or are we just seeing 
what the UNHCR wants us to see? Is the documentary portraying the refugee or the ‘good work’ 
of the UNHCR? An undeniable feeling of being led to a specific perception or conclusion of the 
situation permeates the documentary.  
 
Related to power relations, the hegemonic positions the producers have are great. Their way of 
capturing the audience by their ‘power’ of directing allows them to have a certain effect on 
people and their perception of things. It allows them to manipulate and bring forth certain 
feelings in the audience by showing the intensity of the work in the camp, by portraying the 
stress amongst the refugees and the UNHCR workers and by showing the constant conflicts 
emerging. The documentary is very much an emotional film because of its context and scenery. 
The images of children, wounded and helpless, all the families who have no control of their 
situation and all the people that have been affected by the war in Syria in so many ways is 
dominant through the hole film; losing family members, being wounded and overall chaos seems 
to dominate their lives.  
To us it looks like the producers of the documentary have taken the advantage of being able to 
shape the unconscious mind of their viewers in order to achieve a certain perception of the 
UNHCR. But is the UNHCR justified to maintain a subjective view in the documentary, if they 
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end up getting more of the world community’s attention in regards to solving some of the 
problems? Does the end justify the means?    
 
7.2 The impersonalization of the refugees 
When the Syrians enter the camp they automatically become refugees, uprooted people who 
appear to have lost their former identities. The UNHCR has a very generalized idea of these 
people who seem to be categorized regardless of their former identities. This might be done so in 
accordance to the creation of a functional camp, however, in the documentary, not much is 
mentioned about the reason why the refugees are in Za’atari and about their background. In this 
way they are compartmentalized and categorized as one homogenous group of people in distress. 
This idea of displaced people is emphasized in the article: ‘The rooting of peoples and the 
territorialization of national identity among scholars and refugees’ by Liisa Malkki. There is a 
certain natural and national order of things which binds people to a place. It is a system that 
divides the world into territories, nations, lands in which people are rooted. It is a natural 
connection between people and place. But this is very much of a metaphysical notion.  
It is very ‘human’ to search for one’s own roots and also to categorize people in order to their 
roots. But what happens when a person is uprooted, without country and without citizenship? 
The world’s idea of the arborescent culture as people rooted in a national territory and the 
importance of this categorization, also leads to the notion of uprooted people as deviant people. 
The uprooted people do not belong to a place or nation and are therefore inclined to become 
uprooted in their minds as well. The connection between place and people has a moral 
dimension.  
  
“(...) these refugees’ loss of bodily connection to their national homelands came to be 
treated as a loss of moral bearings. Rootless they were no longer trustworthy as honest 
citizens” (Liisa Malkki: 1992:32) 
  
This perception of refugees began after WWII as a result to the large number of refugees. 
Though this very negative and pathological view of refugees might not exist in this extreme way 
today, uprooted people still have far less rights than people who are “properly” territorialized.  
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Differently from the perception of WWII refugees, today as stated in Malkki’s article, the 
refugee is perceived as demanding something from the world and in decomposition of: 
  
“(...) hopes, the idealism and the feeling of solidarity with which the refugees began.” 
(Liisa Malkki: 1992:32) 
 
This idea of no feeling of social responsibility of the refugee is still an on going theme. In the 
notion of the natural order of things, the uprooted person has lost his cultural meaning if he is 
without nation or territory.31 In the UNHCR’s description of refugees (taken into regard that the 
term ‘refugee’ covers many categorizations of displaced people) it is clear that this idea still 
exists: 
 
“Less visibly, it has expanded its role in helping stateless people, a largely overlooked 
group numbering millions of people in danger of being denied basic rights because they 
do not have any citizenship.”32  
 
The UNHCR has categorized uprooted people into four categories: refugees, returnees, internally 
displaced people and stateless people. According to UNHCR, 33.9 million33 people are 
represented in these four groups. It seems as if people referred to as refugees are a largely 
homogenous group. They are not ‘Syrian refugees’ they are simply refugees. In this way one 
could argue that the term strips the people from their identity and their (former) nationality - they 
are labelled in accordance to UNHCR refugee standards. 
This notion is clear in the documentary. Not much is mentioned about the conflict in Syria or 
about the reason for the displacement of these people. They are simply referred to as “the 
refugees”, by that they are categorized together with the 10.5 million34 refugees in the world. By 
categorizing them and referring to them in this way, is a certain individualization put upon them? 
They are represented as a certain type of persons with certain needs for whom the UNHCR has 
developed a programme that fits their description. They seem no longer to be Syrians in the view 
                                                
31 Malkki, Liisa 1992 
32 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646cbc.html 
33 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646cbc.html  
34 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646cbc.html 
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of the ‘government’, being the UNHCR. In Foucault’s theory of power relations the exercise of 
power on the subjectivity of the subject, the refugee, is the most prevailing act of domination in 
our time. The person sees himself as a refugee, his individualization is subjugated to the exercise 
of power.  
In Za’atari camp the refugees are not allowed to decide many of the things that give them a sense 
of individuality and power over their own subjectivity. One could argue that the individuals 
situated in Za’atari have undertaken an institutionalization process, which removes all former 
sense of norms or values given from the previous culture or society. In this specific ‘society’ (i.e. 
Za’atari refugee camp) the individual has to adapt to the norms and values of their ‘new 
environment’ in order to fit into the standardized UNHCR ‘refugee camp model’.  
In the end of the documentary UNHCR shows how much they have succeeded in bringing more 
caravans or making sure almost everyone in the camp has electricity. Happy people are walking 
by, nobody is throwing stones anymore. Everything is fine. The refugees should be glad. The 
UNHCR’s individualization of the refugees dictate that they are glad, they are satisfied. But in 
reality, the provision of these ever so basic needs are not nearly enough to satisfy the Syrians. 
The ones who are in control of their own subjectivity, are not satisfied. They want their right to 
be heard, to exercise power over the ones who exercise power over them. They want to be in 
control of their own ways of life but, because of the political situation in their home-country, 
they can not. They have been institutionalized and the refugee camp is not a place of temporarity 
for the Syrians.  
 
The discourse of individualization and categorization of the refugee is the main aim also of the 
essay “We Refugees” by Giorgio Agamben35. It is interesting to see how the tendency is to look 
at refugees as pathologized individuals. To us, the ‘West’, they seem to be the problem of the 
situation, as we are unaccustomed to relate to them. ‘We’ do not know how to categorize them,  
and ‘we’ feel threatened by their presence. It seems extremely difficult for citizens of the modern 
nation-state, to look at refugees as people with a positive and constructive connotation. Although 
as Agamben points out, the refugee could be the best representing figure for the modern man par 
excellence because of his theoretical exclusive impersonification of the human rights36. The 
                                                
35 Agamben 1995  
36 Agamben 1995:3-4 
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refugees could be said to represent the ‘pure’ human being, seen as a refugee is a person 
deprived from belonging to a precise place, to a precise culture and to a Nation. Can we see these 
characteristics in the case of the Za’atari camp? - probably yes. Are the relations between 
refugees and UNHCR workers based on values of equality or do the UNHCR workers feel 
superior to the refugees? Looking at the documentary we believe that even though the UNHCR 
workers might not have intended to put themselves in a higher position, the refugees feel 
threatened by their decisional capacity and their authority.    
 
Can one, maybe, suppose that the different perspectives between the UNHCR, looking at the 
camp as an ever growing place, and the refugees, trying to look at it as their becoming home, is 
the reason for many of the ongoing power struggles we are presented with in the film? - It could 
seem that way: it is somewhat clear that one of the main problems in the refugee camp is the 
different perceptions of the camp: the UNHCR workers find themselves posted in Jordan, where 
they are asked to do their job in the best way possible. They are ‘simply’ doing what they are 
required to do, and in theory they could be doing the same thing in any other part of the world 
following the same rules, submitting to the same requirements, showing the same level of 
engagement. As Andrew Harper, the head of the operation, says at a certain point of the 
documentary : ”This is our job” (Yahoo & UNHCR 2013). The UNHCR workers experience 
Za’atari camp as a place ‘in potential’. Their main objective is to create a camp that is able to 
provide food, shelter and safety to as many people as possible in the best way possible. They 
understand the discouragement and the difficulties of the refugees but at the same time they 
know that the subjective problems of each of them is none of their matter; in order to manage 
their requirements they need to stay focused on what really is needed from them, which is 
helping everyone.  
Seen from another perspective, the refugees find themselves in a situation of total uprootedness 
and precariousness. They are deprived of their homes, their properties, their habits which all are 
components of their identity. Components that differentiates them from others as individuals. 
They are put into a new situation where they are indirectly asked to be thankful and show 
gratitude towards the entity (i.e. UNHCR). Although, even if in the throes of discouragement, the 
refugees need to face the situation and try to get acclimatized with their new surroundings in 
order to make a life for themselves and their families. By doing so their everyday life seems to 
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get more and more charged with subjectivity and feelings. For the refugees it is not just about 
surviving but rather about trying to create something that can be compared with their “old” life, 
their subjectivity and perception of self with which they had in their homeland. However it is 
impossible for the management in Za’atari camp to provide the inhabitants with their usual 
norms and this is essentially what creates the demonstrations and thefts in Za’atari.  
 
This states that the two main groups acting in the refugee camp  have two very different ways of 
viewing, interpreting, experiencing the camp as a place. The refugees try to personalize their 
surroundings as much as possible while the UNHCR workers try to stay as detached as possible 
from the individual aspects. Similarly we believe the main cause of the difficulties of coming to 
a common understanding of the place where refugees and UNHCR workers live together is that 
the UNHCR workers are asked to look at refugees as a group of people instead of a community 
of individuals. the UNHCR furthermore, sees the camp as a rather impersonal place. UNHCR 
workers have, theoretically, no emotional link to the camp, as they have to keep detached from 
individual cases in order to be able to see, understand and decide what is factually the best things 
to do for the totality of the camp. The camp is their working place. In opposition to this, as 
already mentioned, the refugees are in a constant struggle to transform an impersonal space into 
a place. They want to recreate something that seems to reflect their ‘normality’ - a place 
resembling their former everyday life so that they can consider the camp as their ‘real’ new 
home. 
 
In an overall view we have had the necessity to define the camp as a place in order to understand 
the ambivalent situation in the camp. As mentioned before, the different perspectives of the camp 
and what it is, is contributing to the conflict between the refugees and the UNHCR. They will 
never be able to comprehend or meet the needs of the opponent, since their perception of the 
place are so different. The UNHCR defines the camp as a city, which has risen from the sand and 
developed faster than any other city in the world, but they fail to see that the city would not exist 
if the refugees were not in need of it, and if they did not apply their individuality to the whole. 
Likewise, the refugees fail to see that given the circumstances of the situation, their needs are 
impossible to meet.  
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For any relation to function in any given situation, communication is key. The biggest cultural 
difference or clash, we are being subjected to in the documentary is namely the ‘clash’ of 
communication between the alleged groups of people (‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’).  
As seen on multiple occasions during the documentary the communication fails to follow 
through. Our assumption to these failed communications are based partly on cultural differences 
explained and analysed throughout the project. Although, without ever defining the actual 
cultural differences between the two groups, the political and social reality lets us make such 
statement. We feel entitled to state that in an ‘Eastern’ society where their religious beliefs are 
important to their way of life and the society is very much built on the values of religion (which 
focuses on family among other things), they have certain traditions when referring to family and 
solidarity. We mention this because of the repeated episodes presented in the documentary where 
the Syrians go against the rules, one being when a man protests and causes complications 
because his wish to have his caravan placed next to his sisters. Other episodes are when we see 
caravans being rearranged. It is evident that their wish to be close to their families is of great 
importance and they will go to great lengths to succeed.  
Now, are these cultural differences or are these outbreaks connected to the frustration of living in 
a refugee camp? Do the circumstances provoke them to act the way they do and would a 
‘Western’ person act the same? Our alleged theory is that they are provoked to act up. They are 
brought to the refugee camp fleeing a country at war because of injustice and lack of democracy, 
too a place even more restricted in some ways, and are presumably angry and frustrated about 
the situation they are put in to. They feel that it is within their right to have a private bathroom, 
their own water-tank and to place their caravans as they please. One could say that they are 
exercising their rights to democracy and they are doing so in an environment where the 
consequences for their disturbance are - in contrast to their home-country - not fatal, to put it 
bluntly.  
Another reason for their ‘bold’ disturbances in the camp could as well be because they feel that 
they can pressure the organization because the UNHCR is very much ‘Western’ - against harsh 
punishments and more importantly, the Syrian people know that the ‘West’ has what they do not 
- money. At this point is seems that although the refugees are entitled to express their 
dissatisfaction they also show lack of understanding to the UNHCR. They are not perceived as 
respecting the UNHCR’s way of working and in the majority of scenes in the documentary there 
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is a certain feeling of dissatisfaction from the refugees (keeping in mind the producers way of 
filming) towards the UNHCR who are working to creating a livable environment with whatever 
resources they have. 
 
7.3 Summing up discussion 
The UNHCR’s main objective is to help the inhabitants of Za’atari camp with their basic needs, 
to provide food, shelter and safety. To reach this goal objectively they exercise power upon the 
acts of the refugees. The workers also need not to get too involved with individuals and look at 
the overall situation in order to achieve their objectives. The refugees, however, struggle for their 
individuality to be recognized and respected. 
The UNHCR also have another objective, which is to succeed as an organization and in the end, 
the camp is a workplace for them and a home for the refugees, which as mentioned before gives 
way for struggles.  
The documentary is heavily angled to portray the UNHCR as hard working, good-hearted, 
honest people. In most of the scenes where the UNHCR are portrayed, their counterpart is a 
refugee. In the scenes later portrayed we have tried to exaggerate the characters in order to 
clarify the differences and the misunderstandings: 
 
- A male refugee protests in order to move his caravan to be close to his sister. 
- Nida Yassin: Calm, understanding, mediator, calls her colleagues to try to give way for 
his wish. 
- Male refugee: Angry, aggressive, yelling.  
 
A crying refugee boy comes to Nida Yassin because his ticket for a caravan was wrecked so he 
did not get any caravan. She believes him at first and calls her colleague to see if she can give 
him a caravan. She then finds out that he and his family already got the caravan and that he just 
tries to cheat her into giving him an extra one: 
 
- Nida Yassin: Understanding, believes the boy, does what she can to help him, 
empathetic, gives him water. 
- Refugee boy: Cheats her with fake tears, greedy.  
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A refugee councilman starts a demonstration because he is tired of waiting for a transformer to 
get electricity for a large part of the camp that is without. Kleinschmidt already had a meeting 
with the council including the man where they discussed the fact that  the transformer is ordered 
but it takes time to deliver it to the camp. They quarrel because the demonstration has made a 
blockage so that Kleinschmidt can’t leave his compartment:  
 
- Kleinschmidt: Strong, decision maker, angry but for a right reason, loyal to his 
principles, firm. 
- Councilman: Impatient, not listening, unfair, using infantile means to get what he wants, 
not open for negotiation. 
 
UNHCR Goodwill Ambassador and American Hollywood star Angelina Jolie visits a young 
family, she talks to them and holds their baby in her arms, which could be interpreted as the 
‘good westernized world’ coming to save the people. However, when Jolie asks what the hardest 
part of living in the camp is, the refugee woman bluntly answers: “everything”. 
 
- Angelina Jolie: Takes out time from her busy schedule, empathetic, interested in their life, 
caring 
- Refugee woman: Ungrateful, she sits together with Angelina Jolie and she thinks 
everything about her situation is hard. 
 
Harper sits down and talks to a father whose two year old daughter has been shot in the back and 
lost the ability to walk, this Harper states, she doesn’t even understand yet. He listens patiently 
and is clearly emotionally affected by the story to the point that he starts to cry. The camera 
clearly focuses more on the emotional reaction of Harper than on the girl: 
 
- Harper: sensitive, understanding, empathetic, good-hearted  
- Refugee girl: She doesn’t understand her situation but Harper does, one could interpret 
heavily on this to be an expression of the UNHCR’s better understanding of the refugees’ 
own situation than themselves.  
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The refugees are setting up businesses. Kleinschmidt visits a barber.  
 
- Kleinschmidt: Supports the refugees’ businesses, he is a big man with much more 
money than the barber and helps him by going to his barber shop. 
- The refugees: Looks very happy and grateful that Kleinschmidt would visit his humble 
shop.  
 
The public bathrooms set up in the camp are often stolen. Kleinschmidt describes and accepts 
this violation as “privatization” of the bathrooms: 
 
- Kleinschmidt: Forgiving, understanding of their situation and their need of building a 
proper “home” for their families.  
- Refugees: Thieves, egoistic. 
 
These example gives a positive angle to the UNHCR workers and connotes the refugees in a 
negative view. This emphasizes the perception of the refugee as a moral deviate as described by 
Malkki and Agamben. They lie, cheat, steal and act in an unfair manner towards the UNHCR 
workers who just wants to ‘put a smile on people's faces’, as Nida Yassin says when asked why 
she likes her job. This brings us back to the objectives of the UNHCR. In regard to the Za’atari 
camp their objective is to help the refugees as much as they are able to and still maintain control. 
Their objective with the making of the documentary, we discovered, is to show the great work 
the UNHCR does to help the refugees of Syria. UNHCR is a humanitarian organization 
operating under the UN and though we would like to be naive and think it functions only on 
volunteer work, it operates like any other ‘business’. The High Commissioner has to report the 
yearly results to the General Assembly, the organization depends partly on investors and funds 
from various sources. And like any other businesses, the UNHCR wants to appear positive in the 
public opinion and show how well the funds given are used and how they are strongly necessary 
in order to attain their means which in this case could be to create awareness. We think that these 
points are the motivation behind the creation of the documentary.  
 
In this way there is also a power relationship in the making of the documentary. The 
documentary is very biased because UNHCR is both an actor in the film and the creator of the 
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film. There is a relationship of power since the refugee has no voice in how they are portrayed or 
how much they can say. The refugees are free to say what they want on camera, but the UNHCR 
is in the position to edit and cut freely. They act on the actions of the refugees.  
Therefore there are two aspects of the power relation between the UNHCR and the Syrian 
refugees; the actual power struggles in the camp as portrayed in the film and the power relation 
of the UNHCR applying a certain individuality to the refugees by having the complete control 
over how they are portrayed in the film as components to obtaining the image of the UNHCR. 
 
8. Conclusion 
The fact that the Za‘atari refugee camp is a newly established place, without history or any other 
purpose than giving temporary shelter to refugees, has strong influence on the power relation 
presented in the documentary. The place evolves by reflecting on the one hand the uprooted, 
distressed people, it is inhabited by, whilst simultaneously reflecting the UNHCR workers who 
work there. 
The roles that people in the camp find themselves placed in are clearly fixated due to their 
background; the refugees living in the camp are amongst the poorest part of the Syrian 
population, having no other possibility than searching for shelter in the Za’atari camp. Roughly 
put: due to their economical situation the refugees are bound to submit to the governing of the 
UNHCR. Their positions are pre-established which has its influence on the balance of the camp. 
However, they can constantly be re-negotiated through conflictual dynamics between the 
refugees and the organization and daily battles are fought within the camp as refugees struggle 
for their individuality.  
They feel the need of being in control over their own subjectivity. Their objective would be to 
live as individuals and act freely, in their own interest. Their frustration, portrayed in the 
documentary, is due to their will to maintain their former life standards.  
The power relations between the two parts are based on a relationship of dependence. In general 
the UNHCR has the authority because they have the advantage of being in possession of the 
means which are necessary for the refugees to survive. Their mean to maintain power is their 
possession of food, shelter and any device necessary for the establishment of the refugees life. 
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Having reached our first possible answers concerning the power relations in the camp, a different 
perspective consequently arose concerning the purpose of the documentary and the reality of its 
content and agenda. 
The title of the film implies that it will give an insight to the life in Za’atari camp, entailing both 
refugees and workers. Through our analysis we found that it mostly shows the struggle and good 
work of the UNHCR workers having their own agenda and objectives with angling the film to 
their advantage, towards a marketing goal. The title of the documentary should have been 
“Za’atari. A day in the life of a UNHCR worker” in order for it to be more credible and coherent 
with the content of the documentary. We moreso conclude that the UNHCR uses the frustration 
of the refugees to glorify the good will of their own actions as a humanitarian organization. 
 
We also came to ask ourselves if this presentation of the situation in Syria, presented in this 
particular form is on the border of immorality. Theoretically it is legitimate for any organization 
to make a promotional video about their work, and as we have already been informed the 
‘power’ lies with the producer to ‘choose’ ‘a truth’. The problem with doing a promotional film 
like this is the extremely thin line we see between what we feel is and should be morally 
accepted and what is not. ‘Za’atari: A day in the life’ is a promotional video presented as a 
documentary. It was produced for the social medias and is made easily accessible and superficial 
because of the way it is constructed into short episodes. The UNHCR uses its superiority and its 
position of power by portrayal: using people in need, just like Nichols explained, they are using 
certain perspectives in order to influence the viewer. 
 
In the end of the film the UNHCR declares all the good aspect they have achieved six month 
after the filming of the documentary. By doing so the UNHCR loses credibility by telling us in a 
naïve way that the camp has become a good place when a refugee camp, per definition, can not 
be a good place. Undermining the seriousness of the situation of the refugees, these scenes 
underline the glorification of the UNHCR misleading the objective of the entire documentary 
  
  
What we found out was that there is a further power relation that influences the perception of the 
documentary: the relation between the UNHCR and its production of the documentary and the 
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objective of the documentary itself. We found out that the entire production, including the 
funding, the management, the editing and the acting was in the hands of the UNHCR. Its 
marketing department ordered and financed the entire production and, consequently also 
influenced the editing of the material and had the final say on the content of the entire 
documentary. Furthermore, Hollywood star Angelina Jolie, special envoy of the UNHCR along 
with her team, had decisional importance and possibility of inputs, which strongly questions the 
authenticity of the portrayal of the UNHCR and the refugees in the documentary. 
This only emphasizes that the film was made in favor of PR and exposure rather than depicting 
the story of the real everyday life in the camp. Documentaries convey truths if we - as audience 
decide they do, in this case we find that the truth in many aspects is being portrayed; we see 
‘social actors’ continuing their everyday life, their actions, situations and values however serves 
a purpose to the people behind the production, angling it in a certain way, in order to emphasize 
a different aspect than expected, which in the light of our investigation through the project, can 
not be defined as completely legitimate and true. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
67 of 70  
9. References and bibliography 
 
9.1 List of reference 
● Malkki, Liisa. 1992: National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the 
Territorialization of National Identity Among Scholars and Refugees, Cultural 
Anthropology, 7 (1), pp. 24-44 
● Agamben, G. (1995) - We Refugees., Symposium, No. 49(2), Summer, 114-119 
● Soy, Susan K. (1997). The case study as a research method. Unpublished paper, 
University of Texas at Austin (accessed may 2014). Available at: 
https://www.ischool.utexas.edu/~ssoy/usesusers/l391d1b.htm  
● UNHCR, 05/04/2014, Syrian Regional Refugee Response - Inter-agency Information 
Sharing Portal. available at: 
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/settlement.php?id=176&country=107&region=77 
● BBC, Howard Johnson, 08/11/2013, Syrian crisis: Economy of Jordan’s Zaatari refugee 
camp (accessed April/May 2014). Available at: http://www.bbc.com/news/business-
23661065 
● Yahoo news network, 11/11/13, Zaatari: a day in the life.(accessed April). Available at: 
https://uk.news.yahoo.com/zaatari/  
● Dr.dk – Overblik, 8/27/2013, Krigen i Syrien, (accessed April/May 2014). Available at: 
http://www.dr.dk/Nyheder/Ligetil/Dagens_fokus/Udland/2013/08/Overblik_Krigen_i_Sy
rien.htm 
● Politiken.dk – international, 3/14/2014, en udsædvanlig ekstrem katastrofe går ind i sit 
fjerde år, (accessed April/May 2014). Available at: 
http://politiken.dk/udland/int_mellemoesten/ECE2234697/en-usaedvanlig-ekstrem-
katastrofe-gaar-ind-i-sit-fjerde-aar/   
● Den store danske - Gyldendals åbne enklopædi, 3/18/2013, geografi og historie i 
mellemøsten, (accessed April/May 2014). Available at:  
● http://www.denstoredanske.dk/Geografi_og_historie/Mellem%C3%B8sten/Irak%2c_Syrien
_og_Libanon/Syrien_(Landeartikel/ 
 
● Netudgaven, Ingeborg Lohfert Haslund-Vinding, 1/3/2014, et oprør mod undertrykkelse 
blev til mellemøstlig magtkamp, (accessed April/May 2014). Available at: 
http://netudgaven.dk/2014/01/et-opror-mod-undertrykkelse-blev-til-mellemostlig-magtkamp 
68 of 70  
 
● History of UNHCR, UNHCR, Access date: April and May 2014 
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646cbc.html  
 
● Web title: Statute of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Author: UNHCR, Date: 12/14 - 1950, Access date: April and May 2014 
http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c39e1.html 
 
● UNHCR - United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, UNHCR - the UN refugee 
agency: UN high commissioner Refugees António Guterres (accessed april/may 2014). 
Available at: http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c8.html 
 
● UNITAR/UNOCAT, 14/05/2014, Evolution of al Zaatari refugee camp, mafraq governorate, 
Jordan - images (accessed may 2014). Available at:  
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Evolution%20of%20Al%20Zaatari%20Refuge
e%20Camp%20Mafraq%20Governorate%2C%20Jordan%20%28as%20of%2014%20May%202013
%29.pdf 
and: 
https://www.google.dk/search?q=za+atri+refugee+camp&rlz=1C5CHFA_enDK551DK551&es_sm
=119&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ei=E7dwU66ANc6GyQPYhYCwBQ&ved=0CCoQs
AQ&biw=1383&bih=745#facrc=_&imgdii=yIDGSFoXv0_qkM%3A%3BjyqPTYR2UwLWEM%3
ByIDGSFoXv0_qkM%3A&imgrc=yIDGSFoXv0_qkM%253A%3BfzTfAPubyk6Q4M%3Bhttp%2
53A%252F%252Fpublicintelligence.net%252Fwp-
content%252Fuploads%252F2013%252F05%252Fal-zataari-march-
2013.png%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fpublicintelligence.net%252Fal-zaatari-refugee-
camp%252F%3B1171%3B862 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
69 of 70  
9.2 Bibliography 
 
● Nichols, Bill (2001), Introduction to Documentary, Indiana University Press 
● Agamben, Giorgio (1995), We Refugees., Symposium, No. 49(2), Summer, 114 - 119 
● De Certeau, Michel (1988) - the practice of everyday life, part III, 91-110 University of      
California Press 
● Foucault, Michel (1982) – Critical Inquiry, Vol 8, No 4., The University of Chicago 
Press.  
● Hall, Stuart (1973) - edited extract from “Encoding and Decoding in Television 
Discourse”, Georgetown University 
● Soy, Susan K (1997). The case study as a research method. Unpublished paper, 
University of Texas at Austin. 
● Augé, Marc (1995), Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. 
Verso, London - New York 
 
9.2.1 Movies  
● Yahoo news network, 11/11/13, Zaatari: a day in the life.(accessed April). Available at: 
https://uk.news.yahoo.com/zaatari/  
 
9.2.2 Articles 
● Malkki, Liisa. 1992: National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the 
Territorialization of National Identity Among Scholars and Refugees, Cultural 
Anthropology, 7 (1), pp. 24-44 
● Agamben, G. (1995) - We Refugees., Symposium, No. 49(2), Summer, 114-119  
 
 
 
 
 
70 of 70  
10. Appendix 
10.1 Appendix 1 
 
Evolution of Za’atari from november 15th 2012 to may 4th 2013. 
 
10.2 Appendix 2 
 
Aerial photographies of how the camp in theory looks like (pic 1) and how it in practice looks 
like (pic 2). 
 
 
